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This narrative-based qualitative research investigated the distinct journeys of eight 
cross-cultural artists (four artists from South Korea and four artists from China). Utilizing 
a variety of theoretical frameworks surrounding cross-cultural research, this dissertation 
examined current discussions on cross-cultural challenges and their implications in the 
field of art education. Methods of data collection focused primarily on interviews and 
were examined through the lens of Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy theory. Evaluating the 
lived experiences of artists illuminated nuances in cross-cultural environments, 
specifically, how socio-cultural transitions influenced their artwork and professional 
lives. 
The findings of this research correlate with previous literature surrounding current 
challenges in the lives of cross-cultural students. These challenges were discussed in the 
context of how art educators can best confront issues that emerge in the classroom. The 
analysis and discussion presented in this thesis seeks to provide insights into the 
experiences of cross-cultural artists, while highlighting the educational implications for 
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In the past few decades, there has been an increase in cross-cultural students 
leaving their home countries to pursue Master of Fine Arts (MFA) degrees in the United 
States (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2016; Rhee, 2013). In the 
interest of understanding these students’ experiences, this doctoral study focuses on 
cross-cultural learning present in art classroom settings in the context of higher 
education. The issues surrounding how socio-cultural encounters in academic settings in 
The United States impact the art and learning of cross-cultural students will be discussed. 
As a cross-cultural artist, researcher, and educator, I chose to highlight the factors 
surrounding current transition differences, as these were obstacles that I had previously 
faced as a student. Many of these challenges are present in the experiences of cross-
cultural art students I teach in higher education. 
Personal Background 
The day in Spring 2007 that I boarded a plane in South Korea and came to the 
United States to pursue a Master of Fine Arts opened a new chapter in my life. The 
transition of culture and education systems caused me to reflect on my cultural identity 
and the purpose of my artistic and academic practices. The first wave of 
shock occurred when I could not provide answers surrounding my socio-cultural identity 





college student in South Korea. I suddenly began to ask myself, “Who am I?” “What 
does this work say about me?” “How do they see me?” and “How do I see myself?” I 
struggled to understand my cultural identity and how it would influence my artistic 
process. 
The questions that constantly ran through my head needed to be expressed. I 
poured these thoughts and emotions into my work titled Co-Existence, framing a South 
Korean traditional house with a modern “Western” building in black and white 
photography (see Figure 1) and removing color to leave only geometric patterns and 
shapes. As I continued to develop my craft, I would observe other artists’ works and ask 
myself, “What experiences led them to create their artwork?” These observations showed 
me that I was encountering cross-cultural challenges within my own work, something I 
had never grappled with in the past. This also made me reflect on the portrayal of culture 
and identity not only within my work, but in the works of others. I did not want to be 
viewed as just another “South Korean artist.” I wanted to separate myself from 
stereotypical representations that others labeled as being indicative of my culture. 









Figure 1. Co-Existence, Black and White Photography, 2007, Jinyoung Koh 
I perceived my American classmates to be more freely expressive, voicing their 
opinions and viewpoints frequently during discussions. This had an influence on me, and 
at one point I wished to escape from the concepts attached to my Korean identity. I chose 
instead to embrace my new surroundings by exploring the natural environment that 
existed around me in California. Whether it was a person, architectural structure, or 
interaction between living and non-living things, I welcomed these new experiences. 
However, I could not fully leave my cultural surroundings and boundaries, no matter how 
hard I tried. Rather than keep on fighting this part of myself, I decided to take ownership 
of this fight and make it a central theme within my work. My artwork series Becoming 
Something Other (see Figures 2 and 3), as well as my artist statement, are examples of 
this tension, in which I expressed my perspective on the physical and socio-cultural 
boundaries that held me within these two countries: 
The small desert city, where I have lived in California, is green all year-
round. It is certainly supernatural and yet reminds me of home, which was a 
little farming land in South Korea. Trees grow big and flowers blaze under 





sprinklers near man-made lakes and forests. This is the location where I 
worked, concentrating on collecting images of constructed nature. Fabricated 
culture questions the mythic underpinning of everyday life. My photography 
project “Becoming Something Other” hardly rejoices in nature or worships 
any types of super-power. This is the medium that I proposed to observe the 
intersection of two worlds found on borderlands, the present and the past; the 
individual and the institution; the mind and the psyche. These “borderlands” 
are both divisions and points of union, where one aspect of our lives bleeds 
into another. Everything looks familiar but not quite as they are supposed to 
be. Subtle strangeness is almost unrecognizable. Where did the idea of 
mundane landscaping so-called “garden” come from? Why are we eager to 
have man-made green zones in the desert, on the roofs as if we were faithful 
in the discharge of our duties? The project examined aspects of sporadic 
man-made land developments and their collections. The investigation also 
suggested similarities between culture and art with an anthropological 
observation of their collections and art practice. (Artist Statement from MFA 














Figure 3. Reflection, Digital c-print, 70 x 94 inch, 2011, Jinyoung Koh 
During my academic studies in the United States, I realized that I, along with many 
other international artists, struggled with this shift from being who we were, into being 
cross-cultural artists in a new setting. We would engage in deep discussions about our 
experiences, ruminating about how the academic differences between our home countries 
and new environment were challenging to navigate. Reflecting upon my own life, I 
believe these distinctions arose from my experiences in a hierarchical academic 
environment in South Korea. This educational system had limited the expression of my 
artistic voice. Even now, when I encounter students coming from my home country, they 
share that the current educational environment in South Korea is still hierarchical and 
focused on perfection in technical skill-building (Lee, 2008; Rhee, 2013). 
While I can focus on the differences in academic environments as being a source of 
change and positive artistic motivation, that was not my main inspiration. During the 
struggle to find my artistic voice, I had the privilege of being mentored while pursuing 





professor in one of my art critique classes.1 I had not previously encountered a professor 
who cared so deeply for my own personal development, Professor Gamboa took the time 
to get to know me, challenge me, and ultimately helped me find the words or concepts I 
needed to use while navigating my place between two countries. Whenever I met with 
him, he took notes on the rationale and stories behind my work. He carefully observed 
the inner layers of each student’s work. The more I met with him, the more I felt 
genuinely inspired by his teaching philosophy. Through him, I learned that when teachers 
passionately care about their students, their students learn to be excited about what they 
are creating. The lessons I learned from Professor Gamboa deeply influenced my own 
teaching practice and made me feel increasingly committed to students’ self-motivated 
learning when I eventually became an educator. 
As an educator, I now have the opportunity to observe the identity conflicts of my 
cross-cultural students. My students reflect a diverse range of ages and nationalities. Just 
as my professor in California recognized within me, I have observed that cross-cultural 
experiences can have an impactful influence on learning and artistic work. Through 
guiding and critiquing more than 100 college students’ artwork each year through online 
and in-person classes in South Korea and New York, my learning and teaching 
experiences with diverse populations have greatly increased my eagerness to study and 
further understand how students are influenced by different cultural environments. 
Recently, I have found myself reflecting on the concept of crossing borders. I found the 
identity formation that occurs through the development of art and self in an academic 
setting to be intriguing. Building off this curiosity, I wanted to better understand how 
academic settings in a new culture have impacted the identity, work, and voice of 
students and how they transform into cross-cultural artists because of these experiences. I 
                                                            
1During art critique classes, students commonly present their work to their classmates and teachers 





concluded that as an educator it was important to understand and discuss these nuances in 
experience. 
After considering these concepts, I conducted a pilot study (Koh, 2015) about 
South Korean artists in the United States to identify how Korean cultural identities are 
initially rooted and eventually changed when artists relocate from South Korea to the 
United States. Following this pilot study, I realized that I needed a comparison group to 
recognize the degree to which artists’ own cultures and previous academic settings 
continue to exert similar influences. Along with cross-cultural South Korean artists, I 
decided to analyze cross-cultural Chinese artists’ learning experiences in the United 
States (Koh, 2016). These pilot studies led me to question how these cultural transitions 
in their classroom settings arose. Furthermore, I wondered how their new academic 
environments served as both a challenge and motivation in personal and artistic growth 
and how this environment would influence the transition from international student to 
cross-cultural artist. 
Background to the Problem 
Crossing borders involves coming to terms with issues of language, race, culture, 
and nationality, which are compounded by the additional challenges of graduate studies 
and the potential shifts in identity that result from finding one’s place in a new academic 
and professional community (Lee, 2008; Wang, 2015; Yue, 2009; Zhong, 2013). To gain 
explore these challenges, art education researchers such as Acuff (2012), Delacruz 
(2011), Dervin (2015), and McFee (1996) have sought to understand cross-cultural 
students’ by examining the academic culture the students experienced in their home 
countries. To conduct this type of research, scholars may utilize theoretical lenses to 





In a study conducted by Radclyffe-Thomas (2007), Chinese art and design students 
in the United Kingdom were observed and interviewed to understand their adaptation to 
British culture and examine their cross-cultural experiences. Radclyffe-Thomas explores 
the challenges of moving from one country with a CHC learning environment to another. 
CHC is an acronym coined by Ho (1994) that refers to “Confucian Heritage Culture” 
found in countries such as China, Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong, Japan, and Korea. 
Radclyffe-Thomas (2007) noted that “educators can play an important role in bridging 
cultural divides, because without cultural awareness, classroom discourse, which should 
offer opportunities for intercultural learning may actually, due to its structure, prevent it” 
(p. 52). Research allows educators to bridge these gaps so that artists can thrive in 
classroom contexts and in their own art practices. Opportunities for intercultural learning 
not only address the needs of international students, but also expand learning for 
domestic students. When intercultural learning opportunities are prevented, the student 
may feel stifled in their practice and feel as if their own artistic voice is being silenced. 
The role of research in this context is to shed light on these prevented opportunities and 
their effect on international students. 
Current literature on South Korean and Chinese art education often focuses on how 
students must draw the same objects, such as plaster casts of Greek and Roman figures, 
with flawless precision, in order to prepare for a mandatory admission test (see Figures 4-
8) for the top art schools in their respective countries (Kim & Kang, 2003; Wang, 2015). 
Researchers Kim and Kang (2003), as well as Wang (2015), agree that there is a 
traditional educational principle in South Korea and China and as a result, teachers are 
not providing students with the necessary space to think independently. According to 
Wang (2015), when students are focusing on skill-based art learning, they do not 
encounter opportunities to explore contemporary art. This prevents opportunities to learn 
how to understand diverse art themes. In these contexts, when students interpret their 





2008; Wang, 2015; Yue, 2009; Zhong, 2013). Furthermore, Kim and Kang (2003) 
identify a shared traditional socio-cultural belief in South Korea that art teachers should 
directly teach students the information and knowledge about artworks and artists without 
providing them space to think independently. Burton (2004) described artwork as an 
effective medium and transitional object that positively influences one’s growth and 
development. Hubard (2003) supports this concept, stating that dialogue about artworks 
plays an essential role in developing students’ initial responses to artworks into 













































Figure 8. Chinese professor scores the applicants’ paintings, 2015 
With the increase in cross-cultural artists in U.S. higher education art education 
(25,208 students from South Korea and 13,200 students from China majored visual and 
performing arts in 20162), Henry and Costantino (2015) examined the cross-cultural 
experiences of students who studied internationally in an art education setting with the 
intention of creating strategies for bridging communication gaps in the classroom. Their 
                                                            
2Demographics of Visual and Performing Arts in 2016, National Center for Education Statistics 





longitudinal qualitative study examined the experiences of students from the United 
States who studied art education in Italy as well as the experiences of their Italian 
classmates who were not fluent in English. Alternative forms of communication served as 
opportunities to transcend the linguistic and cultural barriers that were present in the 
classroom setting. This included using body language, gestures, and eye contact, to 
portray concepts and emotions present in the artwork they examined (Henry & 
Costantino, 2015). The art educators aimed to create a warm environment for their 
international students in order to make them feel part of the group. The participants felt 
that experiences teaching in cross-cultural settings should be introduced into art 
education programs early on so that when students go on to teach, they have an 
experience to draw upon. Providing teachers with cross-cultural learning experiences 
gives them opportunities to utilize strategies for cross-cultural inclusion within their own 
academic settings. 
Problem Statement 
Cross-cultural artists often have to adapt to a different language, value system, 
social behavior, food, and other essentials of daily life when they move to the United 
States (Park, 2014). This is often a formative and challenging shift, as Erikson (1968) 
argues that inward and outward life experience in a new cultural environment influences 
the development of self-identity, which Witz, Hart, and Thomas (2001) say is “seen in 
the context of that history as well as of the individual’s general character” (p. 196). 
Comparative education research from Alba (1990), Kim (2007), Phinney, Horenczyk, 
Liebkind, and Vedder  (2001), and Yinger (1986) suggests that cross-cultural students 
struggle to find a balance between carrying their previous cultures and struggling to adopt 





understanding how faculty and programs in higher education can support the learning and 
identity development of cross-cultural students. 
In the past 20 years, there has been an increase in students studying abroad, with 
the number of South Korean and Chinese visual art students in the United States 
exponentially increasing (NCES, 2016; Rhee, 2013). However, Rhee (2013) and Wang 
(2015) state that many South Korean and Chinese art students come from educational 
backgrounds where they receive systematic art skills training. This is due to competition 
for being accepted into one of many famous art colleges in South Korea and China. In the 
field of South Korean and Chinese art education, many art educators practice studio-
based art to obtain BFA and/or MFA degrees at top schools (Rhee, 2013; Wang, 2015; 
Yue, 2009; Zhong, 2013). As South Korean and Chinese students who are studying 
abroad experience cross-cultural challenges, they may also struggle to develop their 
artwork in these new environments (Rhee, 2013; Wang, 2015; Yue, 2009; Zhong, 2013). 
The limited art education research regarding cross-cultural artists from South Korea and 
China, as Kim (1988) points out, does not focus on the lived experiences that influence 
artists’ creativity. This gap leaves art educators unprepared to encourage cross-cultural 
students’ artistic voices and educational needs. 
Research Questions 
Main Research Questions 
1. What factors do South Korean and Chinese visual artists in the United States 
report as important to their experiences of studying in the United States? 
2. How do South Korean and Chinese visual artists’ perceptions of these 






1. What cross-cultural influences3 impact South Korean and Chinese visual 
artists4? How do their experiences in the United States overlap or differ? 
2. How do the experiences of studying and living in the United States influence 
these artists’ perspectives of their prior art education? 
3. How has their artwork changed over time? 
Assumptions 
Not to be Debated 
• Art practices are vehicles for personal experiences, challenges, and the 
construction of identities. 
• Artists and educators are influenced by their socio-cultural surroundings. 
• Artists are able to recount their learning experiences through their self-
reflections. 
• Colleges, professors, students, and classes are significant elements of 
educational backgrounds. 
To be Debated 
• Contemporary art education in higher education is expeditiously changing to 
prepare students for their own journey in the global socio-cultural environment. 
• Given that East Asian art students come from South Korea and China to study 
in the United States, cross-cultural experiences and education influence their 
artistic practice while living in the United States. 
                                                            
3The manners, beliefs, customs, traditions, and languages the artist-participants experience in their 
home countries and the United States, which may influence their perception of themselves and their art. 






• International art students who study in different countries, such as in the United 
States, may face cross-cultural challenges. 
• Investigating cross-cultural art students’ cultural experiences and identifying 
elements of cultural influences can help educators structure art programs for 
cross-cultural students. 
Significance of the Study 
Findings from this study will inform understandings of cross-cultural contexts and 
art education, especially since current answers regarding the empirical research on cross-
cultural art students is not sufficient in addressing student experiences and needs. The 
aim of this study is to highlight aspects of cross-cultural challenges and learning among 
South Korean and Chinese artists in the United States. Additionally, this research will 
explore the theoretical lenses of the relevant literature surrounding comparative 
education, adult developmental and learning theories, and art education in cross-cultural 
contexts. The purpose of this exploration will be to support an analysis of these artist-
participants’ challenges and learning processes. Questioning the shared individual 
experiences of South Korean and Chinese visual artists who have studied both in their 
home countries and in the United States may provide insights into the specific factors and 
invisible conditions surrounding their learning experiences, which may also impact the 
artists’ own artistic expression. 
Type of Study 
For this narrative-based qualitative study, I interviewed four artists from South 
Korea and four artists from China who have all studied and lived in the United States for 





influences have impacted their ideas and artistic practice in their home countries and the 
United States. Through interviews, I retrieved first-hand information from the 
participants’ personal histories that were impossible to replicate (Merriam, 2009). I 
identified how these histories shaped their working processes and individual voices while 
also inspiring other artists to experiment within their own artistic practices (Kallen, 
2001). The narrative-based study method (Clandinin, 2016) was used as a blueprint for 
each interview and for analyzing selected works produced before and after studying in 
the United States. These cross-cultural artists highlighted the ways in which cross-
cultural interactions challenged their artistic practice and classroom experiences. 
Subsequently, the way in which these artists have navigated their education was better 
understood through their own narratives. 
This study analyzes artists within their larger historical and socio-cultural context. 
Executing a narrative-based study allows for socio-cultural characteristics of real-life 
events (including the developmental creative processes of specific creative works) to be 
retained, similarly to the recollection of memories and experiences (Yin, 2017). 
A narrative-based study is conducted under the broader umbrella of qualitative 
research methods. Most qualitative research projects explore the individuals’ experiences, 
contexts, and their interpretive nature (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Creswell, 2014; Eisner, 
1997; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2001). As the sole interviewer, I interviewed four 
South Korean and four Chinese artists two times each. I then composed a report that 
describes the meaning and essence of their cultural influences and experiences based on 
my field notes (Creswell, 2014). To ensure that data received from participant interviews 
were as accurate as possible, I returned the written data from participants’ interviews 
back for their review and made further corrections or additional comments to the original 
transcripts. I also shared written data with two outside independent readers so that 
objective questions could be raised to ensure that all the data were clear and consistent. In 





experiences, I played two significant roles—conversationalist and attentive listener 
(Rubin & Rubin, 2011)—in order to embrace their involvement and role within the 
research (Golafshani, 2003). Then, as a qualitative researcher, I analyzed the cross-
cultural experiences of South Korean and Chinese contemporary artists in the United 
States. 
Theoretical Framework 
This dissertation reviews the literature surrounding theories that highlight the 
cross-cultural, identity, and educational challenges and underlying beliefs of the 
participants. The theories are as follows: (1) comparative education research on cross-
cultural contexts as examined by Crossley and Watson (2003), Dimmock and Walker 
(2005), Liu, Vogel, and MacLeod (2016), Marshall (2014), and others; (2) Kegan’s 
(1980) constructive-developmental framework and Bandura’s (1997) social learning 
theory, which construct a theoretical framework regarding adult identity; and (3) cross-
cultural considerations related to art education, particularly how scholars such as Acer 
(2012), Greene (2001), Leuthold (2011), McFee (1996), and others address issues of 
cross-cultural learning in art education. These theoretical concepts are significant in 
understanding how scholars view the elements surrounding cross-cultural influences on 
the artist-participants of this dissertation. 
Role of the Researcher 
Self-reflection is a significant part of qualitative research because researchers’ 
experiences, opinions, thoughts, and feelings are valuable in recognizing and analyzing 
the problem and contents of research (Finlay, 2002). Due to my background as an 





consider myself a suitable researcher to identify and interpret the nuanced characteristics 
of South Korean and Chinese cultural influences, as well as the social and educational 
experiences of participants in the United States. Having received my BFA in South Korea 
and MFA in the United States, I was exposed to both South Korean and American culture 
and higher education. In my work, I have also observed the influence that these different 
cultural environments may have on art students in higher education. 
Understanding how artists adapt themselves and their art to new cultural 
experiences may shed light on the kinds of challenges artists face. When I began this 
study, I was somewhat concerned that I would be biased with regard to my friends who 
are international students in the United States. Based on previous relationships with 
international students, I had witnessed the artistic journeys of my peers, alongside the 
personal and cultural challenges they confronted. These prior experiences could lead me 
to adopt a subjective perspective and impose my views on the participants. It can be 
difficult to separate personal perceptions from the research itself in qualitative studies. 
However, I discovered that those prior experiences would be a benefit in understanding 
the participants’ lives. The research methods utilized in this study were intended to reflect 
a process of understanding the participants’ life experiences, personal histories, attitudes, 
and cultural backgrounds through “sustained attempts to share empathetically and 
sympathetically the individual’s feeling, state of mind and past experience, both during 
the interview and in many re-hearings of the tapes afterwards” (Witz et al., 2001, p. 198). 
As a South Korean artist-educator, I could have been heavily influenced by my 
biases toward the perspectives of art and nationality for this qualitative study. To prevent 
such biases from limiting my research, I actively recognized my prior biases and made 
myself open to diverse perspectives. I was able to keep my role as researcher in mind by 
paying close attention to my interviews and writing a reflective journal throughout the 
study. Whenever I recognized that I was about to influence meetings with participants, I 





experiences being that it has emerged from my past and present relationship to education 
in South Korea and the United States. I observed and experienced both education systems 
as a student, artist, and teacher. This provided me with the physical, intellectual and 
emotional distance necessary to reflect on the themes of my dissertation more critically 
than if I were currently still immersed in the culture of my home country. The art 
practices of those contemporary artists I encountered during my pilot studies helped me 
understand their experiences with art education in their home countries and the United 
States. 
The identification, interpretation, and narrative features of artwork are essential to 
understanding the artists’ journey. Participants often compare their artistic practices in 
schools between their home countries and the United States when experiencing different 
cultural and educational environments. As a researcher, an international student in the 
United States, an artist, and a practitioner, I present my cultural, educational, and artistic 
background in specific contexts as the primary motivation for carrying out this narrative-
based qualitative study. 
Overview of Chapters 
Chapter I began with my personal background in which I shared reflections on my 
own cross-cultural learning experiences and how cross-cultural challenges impacted my 
artistic journey. The chapter also provided background to the problems being explored 
this dissertation. Additionally, I have provided examples of scholars who seek to question 
and address the cross-cultural challenges faced by South Korean and Chinese artists. This 
chapter also included research questions, assumptions, significance of the study, type of 
study, theoretical framework, and the role of the researcher. 
Chapter II surveys scholars’ perspectives and methods surrounding cross-cultural 





be analyzed. Chapter III offers a detailed presentation of the methodology used to 
efficiently collect qualitative data and carefully analyze the data gathered. Reliability and 
validity surrounding the process of finding, coding, and analyzing the data are discussed. 
Chapter IV synthesizes the collected qualitative data by describing each of the eight 
research-participant interviews, as well as the patterns that appeared in the findings. 
Chapter V discusses the artist-participants’ cross-cultural experiences using the 
theoretical lenses presented in Chapter II. The discussion focuses on cross-cultural 
influences and challenges in the lives of the participants along with the problems raised 
by the literature in Chapter II and the findings in Chapter IV. 
The dissertation concludes with Chapter VI, which contains reflections on the 
study, educational implications, and a summary of the discussion, including suggestions 
for further research. Afterwards, I have included a list of diverse and related literature 
sources, including books, journal articles, artist interviews, artist statements, and Internet 
sites, that support the findings and discussion in this dissertation. Finally, the Appendix 
section shares documents, including the participant agreement forms, interview protocols, 








This chapter frames an investigation into three primary sections related to the 
learning experiences of the cross-cultural artists studied in this dissertation. In order to 
conceptualize the theoretical framework, the first section discusses comparative research 
and education in cross-cultural contexts to explore learning and teaching styles present in 
global contexts, the challenges and insights of cross-cultural students, and examinations 
of cross-cultural identity. The literature review provides texts to support the analysis and 
interpretation of qualitative data in this dissertation. 
The second section explores theoretical frameworks surrounding adult identity, 
including Kegan’s (1980) constructive-developmental framework and Bandura’s (1997) 
social learning theory. The purpose of this exploration is to examine the developmental 
stage that the artist-participants of this dissertation are navigating. The last section 
surveys research surrounding cross-cultural experiences in art and education, such as the 
current cross-cultural beliefs in art education, art education in cross-cultural contexts, and 
current insights on cross-cultural integration solutions in classrooms. This is done to 
better understand scholars’ perspectives on the nuances and complexities present in art 





How Does Comparative Education Research View Cultural Differences? 
The comparative and international research currently being conducted is 
increasingly being commissioned by governments and educational organizations 
(Crossley & Watson, 2003). Each institution has its own agenda for commissioning such 
research. Oftentimes, the research is commissioned either to proliferate a certain theory 
or to put forth a set of policies (Samoff, 1996); however, this phenomenon is not 
exclusive to research within institutions. Crossley and Watson (2003) have pointed out 
that on a larger scale, there has been an increase of policymakers worldwide that identify 
global problems and suggest global solutions that reflect the ideals of the policymaker 
rather than solutions to the given situation. Scholars from a variety of different 
disciplines, including Buchert and King (1996) and Harber and Davies (1997), have 
voiced their concern over this global application approach, pointing out that common 
problems found in different countries may not have universally applicable solutions, even 
if adapted by local government or culturally appropriate institutions. 
According to both Crossley and Watson (2003) and Sadler (1964), educational 
research and policies are not excluded from this phenomenon of viewing solutions in a 
globally applicable way. Sadler (1964) further states that philosophies that view 
educational reforms and theories as universally sound often ignore the relationship of 
education to a particular socio-cultural and historical context. For example, in research 
conducted on higher education enrollment patterns in the United States and other 
European countries, the United Kingdom was compared negatively to other countries for 
having statistically low enrollment rates, with the conclusion that there were not enough 
students pursuing higher education (UNESCO, 1998). However, Crossley and Watson 
(2003) state that the data gathered and synthesized on these enrollment rates did not 





United Kingdom had lower enrollment rates, the rates of dropout from higher education 
were significantly higher in the other countries (Crossley & Watson, 2003). 
If researchers are neglecting surrounding cultural contexts that contribute to an 
understanding of a phenomenon, how then should these situations be evaluated? 
Comparative research has sought to bridge a gap in the literature by comparing various 
phenomena across cultures within their own context. Furthermore, Marshall (2014) 
shares that, in the field of education, comparative education involves studying 
educational theories and practices in various countries by using cross-cultural and cross-
natural data to understand the relationship between teaching and learning practices. 
According to Marshall (2014), an important aspect of comparative education 
research is understanding that there are cultural differences in learning and education 
systems. Marshall’s research shows that these differences in the social and cultural 
structures are often highlighted within a classroom where student mobility is present. 
Student mobility in higher education is steadily increasing, with studying abroad 
becoming more common (Marambe, Vermunt, & Boshuizen, 2012). For students 
choosing to study abroad, the experience itself becomes an opportunity to glean new 
insights and understandings in a variety of areas of that student’s life; however, the 
process of adapting to a new educational and cultural environment is not necessarily an 
easy one (Marambe et al., 2012). Students in higher education bring an education history 
from their home country with them to the new cultural environment, a history that 
includes patterns of learning, the formation of study and learning habits, as well as the 
construction of social and peer relationships. This history may conflict with the student’s 
new cultural environment. Even if the country that the student is studying abroad in is 
close in proximity to their home country, educational and cultural differences are still 
present and perpetually play a role in the student’s experience. 
Marambe et al. (2012) argue that it is important to understand the differences in 





educators on how to support and facilitate their students’ adaptation to new learning 
environments. However, Marambe et al. also pointed out that research examining these 
cross-cultural differences is often static, applying a study instrument or educational 
concept from one culture to another culture. Other researchers, such as Clark and Gieve 
(2006), Kember (2000), and Purdie, Hattie, and Douglas (1996), have stated that applying 
an instrument measure relevant in one culture to another culture examines that culture 
through the lens of an alien culture instead of viewing it within its own context. 
Therefore, a call has been made to re-examine cross-cultural learning in order to 
understand the educational histories of students within their own cultural context 
(Marton, Wen, & Wong, 2005; Purdie & Hattie, 2002; Sachs & Chan, 2003). 
Different Country, Different Learning? 
The call to further examine the learning and educational histories of cross-cultural 
students who enter new educational and social contexts, according to Sachs and Chan 
(2003), has been made to address the theoretical constructs and instruments of one 
country that are applied to individuals from another culture. Current researchers, such as 
Durkin (2011), Ryan (2011), and Turner (2013), conduct cross-cultural research that 
examines how socio-cultural and historical foundations impact education practices along 
with learning and teaching beliefs among international student populations (Edwards, 
Ran, & Li, 2007; Gu, Schweisfurth, & Day, 2010; Tian & Lowe, 2013). 
Marambe et al. (2012) point out that researchers are often applying a model to the 
student population that is more in line with the educational structures present in the 
researchers’ own culture. According to Marambe et al., cross-cultural students display a 
number of different approaches to learning regardless of their cultural background, as 
learning is not conducted in a singular manner and is not necessarily in line with the 
educational framework of another culture (Entwistle & McCune, 2004; Laurillard, 1997; 





Viewing students’ learning differences as part of their culture is not inherently wrong; 
however, Puong-Mai, Terlouw, and Pilot (2006) emphasize that the assumption that all 
cultures in the same geographic region contain the same education system and same type 
of student lumps different, distinct cultures into one. Marambe et al. (2012) conducted 
their own research to examine the issue of cultural lumping by viewing the differences in 
learning patterns between Dutch, Sri Lankan, and Indonesian students. They found that 
nearly half of the differences present in learning patterns between Dutch and Sri Lankan 
students were present between Indonesian and Sri Lankan students, despite being from a 
similar geographical region. 
What explains the differences in cultural learning then? Each culture has its own 
practices and places importance on certain facets of learning in order to achieve a 
culturally desired outcome. The education systems around the world run on a variety of 
unique structures; however, O’Sullivan (2006), Schweisfurth (2011), Tabulawa (2003), 
and Vavrus (2009) all state that the two most frequently discussed and implemented 
structures include “learner-centered” and “learning-centered” education. According to 
Alexander (2001), a “learner-centered” education system refers to a system where the 
voice of the student is prioritized and the student becomes the focus of the teacher and the 
educational structure, whereas a “learning-centered” education system prioritizes the 
subject matter being taught and the voice of the instructor that guides the students. 
Brinkmann (2019) points out that research evaluating the “learner” vs. “learning” 
education system is mainly conducted in North America and Western Europe, as they are 
terms derived from those geographical locations.  
In an effort to address and discuss what this debate in education systems would 
look like in an “Eastern” context, namely, India, Brinkmann examined teacher beliefs 
surrounding different methods of learning and how each system would apply in a 
different educational and cultural context. Research conducted in North America, 





more successful, or acceptable method of teaching; however, in India, “learner-centered” 
systems were evaluated as being ineffective. That is, a teacher in the cultural context of 
India views their own role as instructor as being significant in the life of a student, as 
opposed to an educational environment where students are the main sources of 
significance (Brinkmann, 2019). 
Why is it significant to note that “learning”- and “learner”-centered systems of 
education are not universally applicable? According to Puong-Mai, Terlouw, and Pilot 
(2006), when both researchers and educators assume that educational constructs are 
universal, they leave out the students and cultures that these constructs do not address. 
When cross-cultural students are left out or do not fit the educational framework being 
used to assess them, they start to experience difficulties in the classroom setting of their 
new cultural environment (Marambe et al., 2012). 
Why Do Differences Cause Challenges? 
According to researchers Chu (2004), FlorCruz (2013), and Luo (2013), 
transitioning to a new cultural environment is a process that brings about challenges for 
the cross-cultural student, impacting the student’s own perceptions of their new 
experiences. In the context of academic transitions, Liu, Brancato, and Da (2014) and Liu 
et al. (2016) point out that cross-cultural students are not always examined and 
understood, as assumptions about their culture and learning methods are often assumed 
by academic institutions. Ryan (2011) says that these cross-cultural students become 
aware of the lack of academic awareness or effort put forth by institutions to understand 
their needs in the classroom, giving rise to various challenges. Therefore, Liu et al. 
(2016), Marginson (2014), and Ryan (2011) all share that the comprehensive 
understanding and interpretation of these experiences may result in improved learning 





A new academic environment can present unanticipated challenges for a cross-
cultural student in their new academic and cultural environment. According to Gieve and 
Clark (2005), Ryan (2011), and Wu (2015), cross-cultural students encounter an 
awareness of their status as an international student among native students. In other 
words, the cross-cultural student becomes aware that they are different from native 
students when teachers or other students treat them like they are a challenge to deal with 
in the classroom. Cross-cultural students often interpret this as being inherently part of 
their international status and may shy away from venturing outside of their cultural group 
to socialize or engage in an educational learning practice other than what they have 
previously experienced (Ryan, 2011). 
To illustrate what awareness of native vs. cross-cultural differences looks like in 
the classroom, Wu (2015) examined the challenges Chinese international students in 
British universities encounter and their methods of overcoming these challenges. Wu 
explored the Chinese students’ perspectives on classroom participation and group 
learning and found that they did not favor group discussions, preferring instead to 
communicate with their teachers and peers personally after class in order to avoid being 
criticized by others: “How do they have the courage to speak up without fear of others 
thinking they are stupid? I think my classmates would judge me” (p. 758). One 
participant also shared, “I really don’t understand why I have to write a two-page answer 
for an essay question. Because I know the answer and can complete it in a couple of 
sentences.” 
Durkin (2011) also discussed Chinese students’ reluctance in classroom 
participation, stating that it is partly caused by the traditional teaching and learning styles 
present in China. These traditional practices often discourage students from asking 
questions in class. Although Edwards et al. (2007) and Gu et al. (2010) state that Chinese 
students’ silence in class is due in part to insufficient English language skills and their 





(2015) emphasize that the Chinese students’ participation in class discussions increased 
when they realized that critical group learning is important for their development. For 
example, Wu’s (2015) research participant shared, “We tend to memorize the ‘right 
answers’ in order to pass exams in China. Here, significant changes in learning happened 
[as I was] preparing my essays. I learned to find the answers through critical thinking and 
intensive reading” (p. 762). 
While the awareness of differences between native and cross-cultural students is a 
challenge present in the academic environment of cross-cultural students, scholars such 
as Chu (2004) and Luo (2013) have stated that cross-cultural students face other 
challenges in higher education as well, such as “language deficiency,” “academic 
differentiation,” “social exclusion,” “emotional issues,” and “financial pressures” in the 
United States (FlorCruz, 2013; Liu et al., 2014, 2016). For example, language, as stated 
by Durkin (2011), is often a challenge that cross-cultural students face in the classroom, 
as the students come from cultural backgrounds that do not use the language of the new 
academic environment. Additionally, Kao (1987) claims that cross-cultural college 
students in Washington, DC who had difficulty achieving English proficiency with the 
“lack of contextual knowledge” and “cultural background” struggled to reach their 
academic goals. 
The difficulties faced in the classroom, however, go beyond language deficiency 
(Liu et al., 2014). According to FlorCruz (2013), social exclusion is often felt by cross-
cultural students. For instance, Adelman (1988) and Fischer (2012), along with many 
other researchers, reported that international students’ experience challenges in 
socializing with their professors and peers in American academic settings (Bartlett & 
Fischer, 2011; Gareis, 2012; Ip, Chui, & Johnson, 2009; McClure, 2007; Sawir, 
Marginson, Deumert, Nyland, & Rami, 2008; Yan & Berliner, 2009). Bartlett and Fischer 
(2011) shared the experiences of higher education teachers with their international 





students stuck together because they wouldn’t necessarily get the warmest reception from 
their U.S. peers” (p. 5). Yan and Berliner (2009) also found that the classes seemingly 
welcome international students, but that the East Asian students, including Chinese and 
South Korean, were often frustrated with the “friendship quality” with American 
students. Other researchers, such as Fischer (2012) and Gareis (2012), reported that 
cross-cultural students, especially from East Asia including China and South Korea, tend 
to have difficulties making friends in their classes. 
According to Adelmann (1988), Gareis (2012), and McClure (2007), the social 
aspect of the academic environment that cross-cultural students encounter while in a new 
culture causes these students to feel isolated and lonely (Bartlett & Fischer, 2011; 
Fischer, 2012; Ip et al., 2009; Sawir et al., 2008). In order to provide support through 
these cross-cultural difficulties, Bochner, McLeod, and Lin (1977), Furnham and Alibhai 
(1985), and Sam (2001) emphasized that American institutions, professors, and peers 
should support “social connectedness” in multicultural communities. Accordingly, Zapf 
(1991) asserts that American advisors, professors, and peers should be more aware of the 
cross-cultural students’ culture shock and have more cross-cultural communications. 
Aside from the social constructs present in academic structures, Argle (1988), 
Berry and Annis (1974), Harris and Moran (2004), and Taft (1988) found that difficulties 
in understanding “cultural cues” often invoke a stressful reaction in cross-cultural 
students when they are in academic situations (Berry, 1975; Locke & Feinsod, 1982). 
Other researchers, such as Bennett (1977) and Dyal and Dyal (1981), share that 
additional stress occurs through financial pressures. For instance, students may feel that 
they must make up for their parents’ financial support through doing well, as it is 
considered an “investment” to pursue education in the United States. Ruiz (2014) and 
Shao (2014) also report that international students feel burdened by tuition and living 
expenses that are mostly covered by their parents. Zapf (1991) provides a conceptual 





cultural settings (p. 105). It is emphasized that understanding certain “predictor 
variables” that impact “unavoidable stress” may determine various degrees of culture 
shock and recovery occurring in the life of a cross-cultural student (p. 105). Zapf 
concludes that it is important to encourage orientational support for cross-cultural 
students in a new culture. 
Challenges as Opportunities to Grow 
While challenges occur for cross-cultural students in their new academic and 
cultural environments, Ryan (2011) states that there are opportunities for these students 
to push through these barriers and ultimately accomplish the academic and personal goals 
they set. Ryan is not alone in his views on the potential benefits of cross-cultural students 
confronting academic and cultural barriers while studying abroad. Arkoudis and Tran 
(2007) and Marginson (2014) argue that cross-cultural experiences of overcoming socio-
cultural barriers and challenges can allow for students’ growth through their reflection 
and understanding of themselves and the world around them. Kettle (2005) describes 
cross-cultural students as “change agents” in their new environments, that is, cross-
cultural students have the potential to be their own source of motivation to grow and 
flourish in their environment, despite the challenges they face. A slightly different 
perspective is that of Arkoudis and Tran (2007), who share that cross-cultural students 
have the potential to develop “strategic agency,” which enables them to become active 
learners despite the challenges they face. An active learner in this context is one who is 
engaging and assertive in their academic environment. Adding to this concept, Marginson 
(2014) states that cross-cultural students move from the influence of their own culture to 
adopt their new culture as active participants, giving them the motivation to push beyond 
their challenges. 
Personal growth within an academic setting, particularly for a cross-cultural 





American individualism. They found that the “self-understanding” process that is 
encouraged in the new academic environment of the cross-cultural student supported the 
learners’ critical thinking and creative insights regarding their “own values and attitudes” 
beyond socio-cultural boundaries. Challenges are often seen as simply inhibitory in the 
lives of cross-cultural students; however, Adler (1975) posits that culture shock in cross-
cultural learning situations does not necessarily result in negative consequences. Adler 
(1975) argues that overcoming the socio-cultural difficulties present supports the cross-
cultural students’ “cultural learning,” “self-development,” and “personal growth” (p. 15). 
Dimmock and Walker (2005), as well as Kudo and Simkin (2003), argue that self-
growth and cross-cultural insights go beyond a cross-cultural student’s time in higher 
education, having lasting implications for their career and future endeavors. Many 
scholars have focused on the cross-cultural differences present in higher education 
(Bennett, 1977; Berry, 1975; Gudykunst & Hammer, 1988; Harris & Moran, 2004; Locke 
& Feinsod, 1982; Taft, 1988); however, few scholars investigate the connection between 
the diverse international networks and cross-cultural connections that occur when cross-
cultural students graduate (Moon & Shin, 2019). Dimmock and Walker (2005) argue that 
pursuing comparative research on different education systems in diverse societies is 
valuable in globalization. For instance, this experience may be formative for careers such 
as, “international business management and in cross-cultural psychology” (p. 11). 
Examining a cross-cultural student’s role in international networking is highlighted 
in the research of Moon and Shin (2019), who found that international students in 
Japanese universities were motivated to utilize their ability to work internationally and 
influence the reduction of socio-cultural global distance. Moon and Shin’s found that 
international students often interact and communicate with diverse people who have 
different socio-cultural backgrounds. After they graduate, they seek out various careers 
through their socio-cultural networks in a diverse range of countries. The research 





multinational relationships and cross-cultural experiences during their years in higher 
education. The cross-cultural experiences of overcoming ethnic and linguistic barriers 
had an impact on their professional careers and life after graduation. While personal 
growth is said to occur in the life of a cross-cultural student experiencing difficulties in a 
new academic and social environment, it is not a universally applicable phenomenon. 
Personal growth and the motivation of an individual to become a “change agent” in their 
environment, as Kettle (2005) suggests, often depends on the identity the cross-cultural 
student develops or assumes in their new environment. 
Examining the “I” in Cross-Cultural Identity 
The identity of the cross-cultural student, according to Garrido and Ruiz (2018), is 
complex, as it is defined prior to the cross-cultural student entering their new academic 
environment and must be adaptable as the student navigates this new environment. Jones 
(2008) argues that international students enter a different culture in higher education in 
the United States that rarely asks them to question how they should adjust and adapt their 
cultural identity. Studying Asian graduate students in the United States, Jones shows that 
faculty and administrators frequently do not consider the cross-cultural students’ 
adjustment problems, or they assume that students naturally adapt to the new culture 
through their cross-cultural learning experiences. The researcher suggests that American 
institutions and faculty should try to understand the cross-cultural challenges by 
supporting the students’ voices and integral class participation as well as by providing 
interactive experiences while the students challenge their identities (p. 41). 
According to Kim (2007), the struggles faced in evaluating the level to which one 
must utilize or reject their cultural identity is common among cross-cultural students. 
Alba (1990), Phinney et al. (2001), and Yinger (1986) emphasize that finding a balance 
between preserving culture and supporting adjustment to the new environment is 





cross-cultural student’s identity—including thinking of one’s own national identity—can 
be characterized as a self-concept attributed to a particular socio-cultural group’s 
collective identity that goes beyond geographic localization (Deaux, 1993; Holdstock, 
1999; Triandis, 1989). A cross-cultural student’s self-defined cultural identity can be 
different from the ways they are perceived by their peers (Hofstede, 1980). For example, 
Sussman (2000) found that individuals that participated in the study who immigrated to 
New York from the Philippines, China, Japan, and South Korea collectively referred to 
themselves as Asian-Americans. 
Kim (2007) shared that in the past, ethnographic scholars would often focus on 
people’s cultural identity within the context of their unique community rather than 
viewing identity as a “discrete variable” or an individual preference. After the 1930s, 
social scientific scholars argued that one’s cultural identity can shift as an “adaptive” and 
“evolving” matter, identifying immigrants and cross-cultural students who experience 
different cultures as examples of this process. Furthering this concept, Erikson (1968) 
stated that cultural identity is an individual’s main identity, and a conflict between the 
individual’s and the group’s identities converge into each personal identity when the 
individual finds himself/herself in a new cultural environment. Kim (2005) argues that an 
individual’s cultural identity is changeable and caused by individual variables and 
interethnic communication. This change in identity often occurs during the acculturation 
process where an individual acquires large portions of a host culture’s practices to allow 
the individual to be more successful in their new environment (Kim, 2005; Shibutani & 
Kwan, 1965). When an individual’s cultural identity is shifted, a portion of their overall 
identity is also shifted. Identities can be molded and altered to fit the goals of the 
individual as well as the culture they seek to represent. For example, in research 
conducted by Phinney (1996), minority adolescents who were able to develop a 
‘‘bicultural identity’’ were studied through the lens of cultural identity. Phinney’s 





When individuals are part of a minority culture, they are influenced by a “sense of 
commitment” to the group’s mission and identity. This shows that an individual’s identity 
can be fluid depending on observations of and experiences within another cultural 
identity. The individual identity can be integrated into “at least two cultural identities” 
(Phinney, 1996). This explains why individuals identify themselves with hyphenated 
labels such as “Chinese-American” or “Korean-American.” 
Identity itself is complex and, according to Kim (2005), molds itself to fit a given 
environment or task, as identity is labeled as being cultural. But is identity entirely 
cultural? What specific processes surround identity, and does identity ever change? 
Researchers from a wide range of fields have sought to study identity and the ways in 
which it may shift, depending on its context. While seeking to examine these varying 
viewpoints on identity through the lens of the dissertation participants, an exploration of 
theories was needed regarding the ways in which the identities of the participants may 
have been altered, shifted, or changed altogether in reaction to their change in 
environment. 
Adult Identity—Does it Shift? 
When it comes to cross-cultural artists, their own reflections and understanding of 
their environment may appear in their creative work. In other words, art may be used as a 
vehicle to grapple with the tensions of the outside world. While this may cover the 
meaning behind the works of the artists and the processes involved in the creation of their 
works, it does not dissect the challenges and experiences surrounding the cross-cultural 
identity that the artists live and work in. According to Garrido and Ruiz (2018), 
experiences and challenges faced by any individual are multifaceted and complex in 
nature. In this context, how can we best examine the cross-cultural experiences and 





(Kegan, 1980), the concept of identity is stated as a construct that is developed over time. 
Identity, as defined by Kegan (1980) and Perry (1970), refers to the construction of ideas 
surrounding the self that involve the interplay of both external and internal forces. In the 
context of this dissertation, the manner that cross-cultural experiences are processed by a 
person can be due to the internal and external forces that surround the experience. Kegan 
(1980) argues that humans are meaning-making beings. The meanings that individuals 
seek to find from external and internal forces shape their experience of the world around 
them and give meaning to their own behavior. Kegan further explains that the meaning-
making systems within an individual aid in distinguishing the self from others, making 
the individual aware of their own differences in identity formation and experiences. 
For the artist-participants in this dissertation, their own reflections serve as insights 
into the meaning-making systems that are highlighted by their pursuit of cross-cultural 
experiences. In the context of both Kegan’s (1980) and Kim’s (2007) research on cultural 
identity, when these participants study in two different education systems with the 
respective cultural contexts assigned to each education system, their own self-concept is 
altered with the introduction of a new, different source of identity. According to Kim 
(2005), once they leave their own country and go to another country, it challenges their 
sense of a stable identity that was previously constructed in their own country. According 
to both Kegan (1980) and Perry (1970), when meaning-making systems are challenged, 
identity itself is challenged, meaning that developmentally, the individual may regress. 
Kegan (1982) furthers this concept: rather than viewing situations in a dynamic manner, 
individuals tend to see things in black-and-white since there is absence of a more nuanced 
construction of identity that would allow the individual to deal with the complexity of 
their new environment. As a result, an individual may begin to construct a new part of 
their identity. Moreover, identity does not just progress; rather, it sometimes regresses 
when certain challenges present themselves for which an individual does not yet have the 





dissertation, the identities the artist-participants have constructed as students may be 
challenged when they arrive in another cultural setting (Kim, 2005, 2007). They may 
experience a regression into an earlier developmentally appropriate way of dealing with 
their adversities. However, as the artist-participants adjust to their new life and its 
presenting challenges, they learn to cultivate new resources toward reshaping their 
identity. 
The ways in which a student is viewed and the ways in which their identity 
formation is understood are debated through a variety of cognitive-developmental 
models. While Kegan (1980) views identity as influenced by both the external and 
internal forces surrounding an individual, Knefelkamp (1976) states that students initially 
seek their identity through external sources, but overtime those sources may become 
internal. In the context of young adults’ career development, Knefelkamp shares that the 
external aspects students use to define themselves and their careers would be parental 
ideals, the status of the job market they seek to enter, and results on assessment measures. 
Overtime, a person may develop the ability to view a situation using diverse perspectives 
and integrate diverse subjects into their own understanding of a situation. Doing so, 
according to Knefelkamp, allows a student to then use himself/herself as an internal 
reference point, meaning that rather than seek external perspectives and desires, the 
student’s own experiences and understanding of situations are used to make assessments 
on what to do or how to respond to a given issue. 
Identity in this context depends on the individual seeking out and assessing diverse 
perspectives in order to learn to shift one’s view of the inner self. While Kegan (1982) 
views identity as being altered through both external and internal forces, Knefelkamp 
(1976) states that identity needs to be switched from external forces to internal evaluation 
in order to maximize an individual’s belief in their own ability to obtain something or 
assess a situation. Levine (1993) had similar views on student identity, sharing that 





students’ experience at school becomes one of the many facets of the student life and 
does not fuel the internal evaluations a student has, nor is it desired to serve as the sole 
source of meaning. Instead, students view external sources of identity as sources of 
necessary convenience in order to serve them in their pursuit of an end-goal (Levine, 
1993). 
How, then, do these understandings of identity and relation to various forces reflect 
the experiences of MFA students, specifically students that are also cross-cultural artist? 
Kegan (1982) would argue that as an adult student comes to face a challenge, particularly 
one of great significance, they evaluate how they relate to the challenge and what the 
challenge means for their sense of self. For the artist participants, the challenges that 
occurred while studying in the United States were assessed and handled through self-
evaluation as well as reflection surrounding their place within their new environment. 
Self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) is a way to view how these artist-participants learn to 
reconstruct their own sense of identity. Bandura’s research enters the picture while 
viewing the development and changes that occur as a consequence of the challenges a 
new culture presents to an individual. In relation to this dissertation, Bandura’s social 
learning theory offers a framework to understand the nature of the changes that young 
adult artists must contend with. Additionally, the theory provides some context in helping 
understand the changes that occur in a student’s self-agency and self-efficacy, and 
whether these changes occur from socio-cultural, professional, or artistic cross-cultural 
challenges. 
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory—The Self Impacted by Others 
“Self-efficacy” is a term used to describe, “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize 
and execute the courses of action required to manage prospective situations” (Bandura, 
1997, p. 2). Self-efficacy, a facet of social learning theory, was introduced by Alfred 





(2) Vicarious Experiences, (3) Verbal Persuasion, and (4) Emotional and Physiological 
States. Mastery experiences are those that shape a person’s skill, history, and ability to 
pursue an action further. These include participating in a variety of classes and work 
environments, as well as building a skillset. Levine et al. (1993) found that self-efficacy 
is most affected by actual performances, helping individuals develop a sense of 
confidence. Cultivating one’s resilience from self-efficacy depends upon conquering 
difficulties with continuous attempts. Bandura (2008) argued that as self-examiners, 
people use their sense of accomplishment to navigate their learning experiences, 
impacting their actions and finding greater meaning in the pursuit of their aspirations. 
The second source of self-efficacy is vicarious experience, which Bandura (1997) 
defined as the way in which learners watch and are influenced by others’ learning 
experiences. According to Bandura, vicarious experiences are significant in influencing 
learners’ “efficacy beliefs through transmission of competencies and comparison with the 
attainment of others” (p. 80). Other research, such as that from Bandura (2000), Bandura 
and Jourden (1991) and Robbins et al. (2004), have also found that vicarious experiences 
impact learners’ self-efficacy. Bandura (2008) echoes these findings by sharing that 
people mutually impact each other’s resources, knowledge, and meanings to perform for 
their inspirations. 
The third factor Bandura (1997) presents, verbal persuasion, relates to the influence 
and verbal communication of other learners’ expectations. Pajares (1996) states that 
verbal persuasion influences individuals’ choices and the courses of action they pursue. 
Teachers, parents, and other influential people can support learners’ beliefs to achieve 
and increase their capacity to succeed. As a result of this influence, learners are willing to 
overcome problems to achieve their learning goals. However, Soffa (2007) adds that if 
the persuasion is negative or meant to dissuade the learner from something they are 
excited about, it may cause doubt and lower self-efficacy. For the fourth factor, Bandura 





indicate their self-efficacy. When learners are depressed, they report decreased 
confidence in their abilities. Thus, as Feltz and Riessinger (1990) share, affirmative 
arousals can improve learners’ assurances to accomplish their learning process, whereas 
upsetting emotions can lead to the learners’ inability to reach their goals. 
Bandura’s (2001) self-agency and self-efficacy theoretical lenses are catalysts to 
investigate cross-cultural experiences and how learners tend to rely on their self-direction 
in the context of creating art. If self-efficacy examines the experiences of these artist-
participants, how then does a cross-cultural context become synthesized and understood 
within their experiences? For the purpose of this dissertation, which focuses on cross-
cultural learning experiences, it was necessary to investigate the research that utilized 
Bandura’s (2001) self-agency and self-efficacy theory in cross-cultural settings. After 
examining the literature surrounding Bandura’s theory in various contexts, Oettingen’s 
(1995) cross-cultural investigation with Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy theory bridged the 
gap on how social learning theory can be interpreted in the context of cross-cultural 
research. Oettingen states that, depending on an individual’s cultural background, they 
are most likely to experience certain sources of efficacy over others. Moreover, the value 
placed on these sources differs from culture to culture. 
While researching self-efficacy in relation to art education settings, some questions 
came up regarding how the artist-participants’ self-efficacy and cross-cultural 
experiences would relate to their classroom experiences. Questions that arose included, 
“Why don’t these students have access to all the sources of self-efficacy?” “Why do they 
place emphasis on some and not others?” “How does that affect them in their artistic 
practice?” While seeking out literature that could provide answers to these questions, I 
came across research that examined the role of self-efficacy in classroom settings and its 
implications for students. Moorefield-Lang (2010) demonstrated that among middle 
school students, approval in visual art practices is sought through peer relations in the 





more confident in their work when they receive positive feedback from other students. 
They also found that students’ self-efficacy is primarily influenced by verbal persuasion 
rather than by vicarious learning. Though there was competition within the studied 
middle school, Moorefield-Lang shared that the self-efficacy of some participants 
increased as a connection to their practice and relationships with each other. It was also 
reported that self-efficacy decreased for those who felt that their art practices were not 
comparable to the practices of their peers. Self-efficacy and the identity of the cross-
cultural artist are topics that researchers do not often consider as linked. While research 
seeks to address how academic structures can improve themselves when it comes to 
cross-cultural contexts (Ryan, 2011), the more nuanced question explored in this 
dissertation is how can this connection be made in the context of art education? Chapter 
V of this dissertation will bring forward the theoretical framework in terms of the artist-
participants’ socio-cultural influences of identity to provide an analytical framework of 
the findings of Chapter IV. 
How Do We Examine Cross-Cultural Contexts in Art Education? 
Cultures are naturally hybrid, meaning they are diverse and incite engagement and 
reciprocal connections (Bhabha, 1994). The diverse, hybrid nature of cultures indicates 
that an individual experiences culture in a manner unique to them. Leuthold (2011) adds 
that art reflects this hybridity, as it is one aspect of many features that surround a 
culture’s distinctiveness. Artists may display this hybridity in their work by highlighting 
an aspect of culture they feel uniquely drawn to. Leuthold also states that art is created 
and experienced within a context unique to the culture from which it comes from or 
reflects. When examining cultural contexts, Leuthold highlights that hybridity refers to 
the fusing of diverse traditions into a unified expression. This is a complicated process 





culture can be lost if it is blended within another distinct tradition. For example, Leuthold 
states that certain individuals fear “McDonaldization,” a more colloquial term used for 
the “cultural homogenization” that occurs when expressive forms of American culture, 
such as popular music, advertising, and film, embed themselves in the culture of another 
(p. 18). 
Despite the fear surrounding the loss of cultural distinction, cross-cultural pursuits 
and experiences go beyond this fear and may instead encourage the individual to 
challenge themselves and the limitations of their culture. Leuthold (2011) shares that 
artists, in these contexts, may explore diverse interpretations and forms of expression out 
of curiosity for something beyond tradition. Leuthold further describes this by detailing 
the work of a British painter of Nigerian origin, Chris Ofili, and how his artwork 
incorporates traditional African themes and sensually-suggestive iconography into 
European depictions of The Virgin Mary. Ofili’s artwork served as a “quick shock art” 
that defied the standards of traditional American museum culture at that time, even 
eliciting a negative response from the mayor of New York (Leuthold, 2011, p. 17). Ofili 
himself shared that the purpose of his work was to explore his own identity as well as the 
iconography that certain institutions hold sacred. 
The exploration of identity in art allows the individual to share their experiences 
and beliefs within other groups and academic populations. According to Acer (2012), art, 
in the context of the classroom, fosters the exploration of identity, as students can 
recognize the nuances and unique characteristics surrounding themselves and their peers. 
Cross-cultural experiences are also fostered and explored through art in the same manner 
that identity is within the classroom context. Acer sought to examine the ways in which 
children experience and synthesize cross-cultural experiences in a creative setting by 
connecting classes from Portugal, Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom, the Philippines, 
Slovenia, Finland, Denmark, and Turkey. Each class would learn about the food of their 





recycled items. The art projects were collaborative efforts in which the students 
themselves asked questions and sought to accurately portray the cuisine of a foreign 
country. Students were also able to view the reactions and feelings of the students in the 
countries they were detailing, which brought the students a greater and more personal 
understanding of a certain facet of culture. Acer states that the children were able to 
vocalize the differences not only between cultures, but also between artistic expressions 
found in the culture of the other classes. Though food is one aspect of culture, the 
environment and project provided students with opportunities to understand and 
recognize cultural nuances in a more interdisciplinary manner. The creation of cross-
cultural experiences provided the students with an understanding and appreciation of 
their own culture, as well as the diversity present in the cultures of other students across 
the world (Acer, 2012). 
Identity and cross-cultural experiences work hand-in-hand when discussing the 
lives of cross-cultural students in new academic environments (Kim, 2005). Art as an 
exploration of identity is, as Leuthold (2011) shares, a navigational tool to explore the 
self. However, there is not currently an extensive body of literature exploring the 
intersection between these concepts. While current research is starting to examine the 
relationship between cross-cultural experiences and art education, Eisner (1979) feels that 
if cross-cultural understandings are not built into the classroom experience, the 
challenges that students often confront may increase over time. Eisner’s research 
advocates for the building of communication networks in cross-cultural research in art 
education, suggesting that international research conferences and art programs should be 
prioritized. Eisner argues that social gatherings such as conferences may promote 
communication and fertilize “professional friendships” and relations between art 
education scholars and educators (p. 34). Other researchers suggest that there are 
educational implications for understanding cross-cultural settings and situations. This 





Art: Implications for Art Education,” which argues that research on the cultural 
adaptations of cross-cultural art students is valuable in understanding the relation 
between their art and other cultures. McFee further states that the integration of other 
studies and disciplines can support the art education field by developing curricular 
materials and pedagogy on how to support cultural values and individual beliefs in art 
practices in diverse cultural contexts. 
When it comes to building art communities for cross-cultural art students in higher 
education, Peacock (2017) suggests a “hybrid” and student-centered liberal arts course 
for international art students to encourage better critique courses and foster an 
environment of collaboration. To address the challenges in education, socializing, and 
loneliness that Chinese students often experience, Peacock designed an integrated course 
for cross-cultural students. Peacock shares his course titled, Reading Literature for 
Artistic Inspiration, to support shaping an artist community through incorporating art 
practice and literature. His eleven Asian students actively shared their images and stories 
throughout the online discussion and face-to-face seminars in the United States. 
Participants studied various topics, such as their critical thinking process with text and 
visual storytelling. 
In an art class, such as the one described in Peacock (2017), students can be 
encouraged to explore, observe, and reflect on diverse expressive art forms, which may 
raise awareness to innovative ways of thinking. Lowenfeld and Brittain (1987) explain 
that aesthetic awareness can grow through experiences of emotions, perceptions, and 
thoughts (p. 102). Art teachers can guide students to explore impressions of artwork to 
help them understand the art at a deeper level. This process can reveal students’ unique 
experiences as they reconstruct the meaning of the artwork without possible prejudice or 
stereotypes. In turn, as students begin to organize their emotional and intellectual 
identities, they can freely develop their creativity and ideas. Similar to the way in which 





that art programs should begin with content that may be familiar to students. This will 
encourage conversations about shared experiences in open-ended situations. The dialogue 
among students plays a significant role in helping them explore art, themselves, and each 
other, especially if they struggle with expression of their own selves and their own 
emotions (Bandura, 1989). 
Art education, regardless of what cultural context it is presented in, involves 
expression of one’s own identity. For many artists, expression entails a deep personal 
engagement with cultural environments. The research of Gude (2004), Higgins (2017), 
McFee (1996), and Wilson (2018) suggests that more longitudinal observational research 
should be conducted on cross-cultural students to better understand the effects of culture 
on artistic practice and how an understanding of these experiences may enable 
researchers and educators to support the art students’ artistic and “psychocultural” 
development (McFee, 1996, p. 10). Cross-cultural psychologist Hofstede (1984) states 
that cross-cultural students are motivated by “how they see themselves and behave” in 
relation to others (Hofstede, 1984). Similarly, Janis (1982) shares that interpretations and 
decisions are made in relation to others. Hofstede (1984) and Geertz (1975) argue that 
there is a limitation in establishing a critical theoretical framework to contemplate “non-
Western ways” of discussion in art education. Thus, Higgins (2017) suggests that art 
education researchers and art educators should become deeply aware of their perspectives 
on “non-Western” art and education for a better understanding of various creative art 
practices and learning beyond the “Western” categorizations present in the educators’ 
own educational structural application (p. 342). 
Postmodern principles of art education try to evoke a view of “Western” vs. 
“Eastern” perspectives of cultural understanding (Wilson, 2018). Wilson emphasizes that 
“art educators are called to serve these relationships through complex intersections of 
teaching and learning, sometimes as practitioners and facilitators of research and theory, 





Postmodern Principles: In Search of a 21st Century Art Education, Gude (2004) argues 
that after the complexity of visual practice in art education is displayed through 
postmodern principles, art education researchers need to discuss how art education 
programs seek to embrace contemporary students in the global society. As a result, Gude 
suggests more group engagement and post-project discussions of critique courses in 
higher education. The aim of these dialogues would be to continue to expand the 
traditional boundaries of art education in the contemporary sphere of artistic and 
international “sensibility” (p. 7). 
A work of art is an act of confidence in human freedom because works of art have 
the power of liberate decision-making and inspire vision, which implicates the artist’s 
ability to express their own voice (Greene, 2001). Works of art, according to Greene, also 
reveal the truths in our society that require interpretation in order to remove obstacles for 
aiding the quality of freedom. Art students’ personal engagement with works of art can 
bring forth deeper thoughts and feelings about the environment around them as well as 
their own personal experiences. Interactive environments in art classrooms include 
diverse forms and concepts of art from different art students’ personal and social 
characteristics. Art critic Terry Barrett (2000) comments on interpretations: “Good 
interpretations invite us to see for ourselves and to continue on our own” (p. 6). Hubard 
(2011) says, “Still, in an educational climate that has little room for the arts and where 
assessment is paramount, those of us who care about interactions with art must find 
stronger, more compelling ways to articulate those educational rewards that elude 
standardization and measurement” (p. 177). Interpretations of artworks should encourage 
students to become active thinkers rather than passive viewers of art. Similar to the 
suggestions of Gude (2004), Burnham (1994) states that art educators can promote 
students’ interpretations of artworks and allow them to have their own opinions: “The 
greatest gift we can give our students in the museum is the acceptance of their 





and reference each brings, it is valuable to our collective understanding of a work of art” 
(p. 522). 
Following the insights of Gude (2004), Musallam (2013) explores the ways in 
which teachers bring insightful ideas to foster interactive classrooms. He provides three 
conditions for lesson planning and teaching how to engage students. The first condition 
he presents is “Curiosity comes first” since he believes that questions can be insights that 
lead to students’ learning and understanding. The second condition is that teachers should 
“Embrace the mess” being that learning is a very complicated process, often full of 
continuous attempts to find the source of something or to understand a concept fully. The 
third condition is to “Practice reflection” because each case is different, and every 
learning process is significant to reflect upon. Educators who can foster an environment 
of curiosity, encouragement, and reflection, especially in the context of art education, 
may provide students with necessary tools for feeling fulfilled in their artistic and 
educational practices. 
The role of an educator is to foster an environment that encourages students to 
expand their creativity and exploration, as well as encourage them to ask questions and 
actively participate in class. Greene (1988) states that art with imagination allows 
individuals to escape from daily experiences and common events. Subsequently, different 
perspectives are formed that can help people awaken what was once ignored consciously 
or unconsciously. Through the power of imagination, the arts arouse members of our 
society to their critical thinking and further catalyze social changes (Greene, 1988). 
Under the best of circumstances, works of art do not just express the artists’ own cultures, 
but also present a spectrum of socio-cultural ideology (Feagin & Maynard, 1997). Eisner 
(2002) also acknowledges that works of art are not just an outcome of artistic skills and 
processes; they are expressing and recreating lived experiences and influences in our 
society, which extend our awareness and socio-cultural understanding. Arts provide the 





a student-artist to self-reflect and share their own artistic interpretations provides 
opportunities to develop their voices (Bandura, 2000). When culture is brought into the 
context of the art classroom, self-reflection and vocalizing interpretations of art are done 
through a cross-cultural lens. Implications for research on cross-cultural students within 
the art classroom could be explored further so that art educators are able to adequately 
address the needs of this emerging group of students. 
Current researchers in the field of art education, such as Acuff (2012), Delacruz 
(2011), Dervin (2015), and McFee (1996), seek to examine educational practices to 
address problems faced in the classroom with the increase of a cross-cultural students. 
While possible solutions are being sought, these scholars state that the research that is 
being conducted does not address the growing need to understand the cross-cultural lives 
and experiences of art students across a variety of age groups. Gude (2004) and Wilson 
(2018) add that the current body of literature focuses on the implications of certain art 
education practices, specifically in the K-12 classroom. Based on McFee’s (1996) 
theoretical framework, these findings may be implemented into classrooms in other 
contexts, but Rhee (2013) feels that research has not addressed the specific needs of 
artists in higher education, especially international artists who are participating in an 
MFA program. 
According to Rhee (2013), the population of students traveling to the United States 
to pursue degrees in fine arts, specifically MFA degrees, is increasing. The increase in 
these international students means that their stories as well as their cultural backgrounds 
should be considered within the context of their classes. McFee (1996) states that certain 
aspects of art education research will seek to address the ways in which students in 
classrooms can have their stories and voices heard. However, there are gaps in the 
literature regarding the voices and stories of cross-cultural students pursuing fine arts 
degrees; their voices and the ways in which their experiences might impact their learning 






Research surrounding cross-cultural students examines various facets of their 
experiences and challenges that shape them during their time in a new learning and 
cultural environment. Cross-cultural students experience challenges to their identity and 
growth as individuals. These challenges should be addressed and aided by teachers who 
interact with and guide these students. In order to understand the developmental period 
these students reside in, research on identity as well as the social learning that occurs 
during the cross-cultural students’ time in higher education was examined. Cross-cultural 
students who re-develop their identity within their new environments (Kegan, 1980) may 
be further understood through the sources of self-efficacy found in Bandura’s (1997) 
social learning theory. The interaction of identity, art education, and cross-cultural 
experiences has not been fully explored; however, seeking to address challenges that are 
brought up in each area may provide further insights for art educators to consider in their 
classrooms. To contribute to research in the area of cross-cultural artist experiences, this 
dissertation seeks to analyze the cross-cultural learning aspects, experiences, and 
challenges of eight artists from South Korea and China who have pursued an education in 








This chapter presents a methodological overview of the narrative-based qualitative 
study on the cross-cultural experiences of South Korean and Chinese artists. A brief 
summary of two pilot studies conducted prior to the completion of the research proposal 
provides context to the research design of this dissertation. The pilot studies serve as a 
guide for the methodology and research questions found in this study. Following this 
brief summary, I discuss the purpose of pursuing a narrative-based qualitative study as 
well as the validity of this method of data collection. I then provide a description of the 
participant recruitment requirements and process involved in choosing these specific 
participants. The data collection protocol of conducting interviews with each participant 
is then discussed. Finally, I explain the data analysis process as well as the limitations of 
the methodology of this study. 
Design of the Study 
The role of qualitative research is to gather reflections and experiences about the 
relationships between individuals and socio-cultural contexts (Clandinin, 2016; Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2011; Kim, 2015; Moen, 2006). The fundamental purpose of qualitative research 
is analyzing the participants’ experiences (Creswell, 2014; Jacob & Furgerson, 2012; 





approach, using semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions as the main source 
of data collection to provide in-depth understandings of the participants’ own narratives 
(Creswell, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Similar to my pilot studies, data for this 
research was collected from artists’ statements, exhibition catalogues, artwork reviews, 
and personal interviews of art students, all of which were then interpreted and analyzed 
based on the literature explored in Chapter II of this dissertation. I took a qualitative 
approach to data collection as this methodology provided an in-depth look at complex 
perspectives revolving around South Korean and Chinese artists’ cross-cultural 
experiences, influences, and critique classes in specific learning situations. This 
recognition led me to utilize a narrative-based qualitative research approach, which is 
appropriate for examining specific individuals’ experiences and influences. Additionally, 
the pilot studies I conducted related to this research helped determine the appropriate 
methods and provided the insights into developing my research questions by illuminating 
the themes that are further explored in the discussion section of Chapter V. 
In the following study, the two research groups consisted of four South Korean and 
four Chinese artists currently living in New York who received their visual arts education 
in both their home countries and the United States. In the interviews, the eight artist-
participants showed their artwork with explanations. The following table illustrates the 
main and sub-research questions I sought to address in my study as well as the 
information that was needed to address each research question. 
This narrative-based study presents the ways in which the participants’ own cultures may 
have continued to exert an influence on their artworks, even after three years of living 
outside of their respective countries (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2001; Seidman, 2012; 
Wallace & Gruber, 1989). Narrative-based qualitative research is an appropriate research 
design for this study because it is flexible, has a strong emphasis on context, and 
develops a holistic description of the themes addressed in a specific situation (Smith & 





the socio-cultural perspectives and viewpoints of participants’ broader conceptions and 
stories (Bruce, Beuthin, Sheilds, Molzahn, & Schick-Makaroff, 2016, p. 3). This 
narrative-based qualitative study of individual-participants presumes that narratives from 
the interviews and visual artworks are reflective acts that express an interweaving of 



























Table 1. Interview Questions for Qualitative Data to Answer Research Questions 
Research Question Required Information through In-Depth Interview 
(Main 1) What factors do South 
Korean and Chinese visual artists 
in the United States report as 
important to their experience of 
studying in the United States?  
- What are some of the most important things you learned 
from your graduate school experience? Did the learning 
experiences meet your expectations? 
 
- After experiencing completing an MFA in the U.S., what 
would you consider to be the advantages or disadvantages of 
pursuing an international art degree in the United States? 
Consider these for your artwork, your professional career, 
and personally. 
 
(Main 2) How do South Korean 
and Chinese visual artists’ 
perceptions of these experiences 
influence their views of art and 
art education? 
 
- How do you evaluate your education in your home country 
in contrast to the U.S.? If you are going to meet new students 
coming from your native country, what suggestions and 
advice would you like to share? 
(Sub 1) What cross-cultural 
influences impact the South 
Korean and Chinese visual 
artists? How do their experiences 
in the United States overlap or 
differ? 
- How would you describe your relationship with your 
teachers across your art education? How has the nature and 
quality of your peer-professor relationship differed if at all, 
between education in your home country and education in the 
United States? 
 
- What have teachers talked about in critiques of your work 
and how have you responded to these critiques? Have these 
dynamics differed in your cross-cultural experience? 
 
- What are some challenges you have experienced in working 
with fellow classmates? How have you overcome these 
interpersonal challenges? 
 
- What have your classmates said to you about your artwork 
in group studio critiques? What have you found to be similar 
or different across your international education experiences? 
 
(Sub 2) How do the experiences 
of studying and living in the 
United States influence these 
artists’ perspectives of their prior 
art education? 
- Have you expressed the differences of art education 
between your home country and the United States with 
others? What else might be important to know about 
international student peers and their work?  
 
- What are some other challenges that may arise upon 
transitioning into the U.S. context as a cross-cultural artist? 
(Sub 3) How has their artwork 
changed over time? 
- As you reflect specifically on your graduate curriculum, is 
there an artist, theory, or mentor that have had a lasting 





The development of human reasoning with inquiry and reflection has been 
supported as part of understanding autonomy, human growth, and social progress (Quinn, 
2010). The socio-cultural research approach permitted me as a researcher to examine 
each participant’s individuality, rather than explore generalizations about their culture. 
Being cautious about portraying culture as monolithic is critical because cultures have 
multiple dimensions and facets that are fluid, complex, and porous (Rogoff & Chavajay, 
1995). Socio-cultural Identity Development researcher Phinney (1996) states that the 
indistinct boundaries of the characteristics of socio-cultural elements from ethnicity are 
“blurred and flexible,” and this has various implications across persons. As both a mode 
of educational inquiry and a literary genre, narrative inquiry is a significant research 
method in qualitative education, arts, and curriculum research (Clandinin, 2016; Kim, 
2015; Riessman, 2008). 
Participants and Sites 
Using purposeful sampling via the Internet, the four South Korean and four 
Chinese visual artists were selected based on their education in their home countries and 
the United States, as found on their artist websites. Participants were contacted through 
social networking as well as email. Prior to participation, all participants had completed a 
Bachelor of Fine Arts (BFA) and/or a Master of Fine Arts (MFA) degree in their home 
countries and a two-year MFA in New York. Participants between ages 26-33 had lived 
in New York for approximately three years at the time of participation in this study. An 
equal number of female and male visual artists were interviewed (two men and two 








Table 2. Basic Characteristics of the Two Groups of Participants 
Artist-Participants Four South Korean Four Chinese 
Ages 26-33 
Living in the United States 3 years 
Coming to the United States 
to study abroad 23-30 years old 
Degrees BFA and MFA in their home countries MFA in the United States 
 
Participants were interviewed at their convenience in a variety of locations in New 
York. Interview locations include the artists’ working sites, libraries, and cafes. These 
sites were selected in order to observe the artists’ creative processes with sketches, 
materials, tools, works, etc., as an artist’s working space (i.e., an art studio) is the place of 
creative incubation (Campbell, 1991). These sites were also selected as they were 
familiar to participants, which put participants at ease as they answered questions about 
their personal experiences. 
Data Collection 
Data for this study were collected predominantly through semi-structured 
interviews, supplemented by images of participants’ completed artwork and a document 
review of material published by or about the participants (Table 3). The interviews 
focused on participants’ overall experiences studying art and the cultural influences in 
their artistic practices. Participants were interviewed at least twice over an eight-week 
period, with interviews lasting between one and two hours (Table 4). Interviews were 
recorded on an iPhone. The open-ended interview protocol included 16 questions for 
each participant’s own description of cross-cultural learning experiences (see 





literature surrounding my research questions, as well as the research questions 
themselves. Interview questions were developed and tested during my first two pilot 
studies. During the interview process, follow-up questions were asked in order to probe 
deeper into participants’ responses with the intention of gaining more nuanced data. The 
openness of the semi-structured interview method enables researchers to investigate and 
articulate the participants’ specific experiences (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick 
2008). Open-ended questions help to collect participants’ lived experiences, perspectives, 
and beliefs in their own words. Interviews are significant to explore undocumented and 
unrevealed individual voices in complicated situations and societies (Gill et al., 2008). 
 
Table 3. Documentation of the Data 
Documentation Images Writings Verbal Accounts 








Statement about the 
artwork or artist  
Artists’ verbal descriptions 
and Interviews of their 
own artwork and their 
experiences 
 
Table 4. Interview Procedure 
Interviews Number of times the 
interview occurs 
Duration of interview 
per instance 
Total time period of 
active participation 
per participant  
Procedure 
 
2 times (or more) as 
needed. 
  
Between each 1-2 hours  
 
 8 weeks  
Total hours of 
participation 
3-4 (more if needed) hours 
 
 
In addition to interviews, I collected digital images of participants’ artwork and 
working spaces in order to observe their creative atmosphere, interests, subject matter, 
approaches, and preferred ways of creating art. I also gathered information from 





reviews in order to analyze the relationship between their contemporary socio-cultural 
experiences and their works of art. This narrative-based qualitative study of individuals is 
based on a narrative approach using images of artwork related to the verbal and written 
descriptions of the participants’ artwork and experiences (Denzin, 1989; Merriam, 2009; 
Patton, 2001; Prosser, 1998; Seidman, 2012; Stake, 1995; Wallace & Gruber, 1989). 
Treatment of Interview Data 
Interviews with each participant are summarized in the findings section of Chapter 
IV, highlighting the specific factors that participants noted as important parts of their 
stories. Sixteen open-ended questions were asked of each participant to allow them to 
respond freely. To ensure equality in the narratives of each participant, specific portions 
of each participant’s story are shared. Interview profiles for each participant describe the 
art they were producing in their home country during their previous BFA and MFA 
programs. Insights they provided into the structure of their MFA program in the United 
States as well as their class interactions with peers and professors are also shared. 
Data Analysis 
Interview recordings were transcribed in order to provide accurate text to 
correspond with each participant’s verbal responses. Following the transcription process, 
interviews were analyzed using the Dedoose coding program for data management, 
excerpting, coding, and analysis as a reference (see Coding Samples in Appendix B). The 
data were segmented, coded, and enumerated to determine trends in participants’ 
responses. Interview data gathered from participants were analyzed separately and 
compared to determine similarities and differences between participants of different 





backgrounds and experiences that influence their art practices. Additionally, inductive 
codes were analyzed to understand how participants art reflected their social and cultural 
identity as South Korean and Chinese visual artists living in the United States. The codes 
used in this research focused specifically on participants’ art practices, artistic expression, 
and identity representation. The codes were then cross-examined with Bandura’s (1997) 
four sources of efficacy to elaborate on the experiences and reflections of the participants. 
In this study, the relative importance of results is based on consideration of (a) the 
conceptual framework that guides the research, (b) the research questions, (c) cross-
validation of results, (d) the consistency of the results across responses and data, and 
(e) the potential implications for theory, knowledge, practice, policy, and future research 
(Futrell & Heddesheimer, 2004). Eisner (1997) states that “qualitative studies typically 
employ multiple forms of evidence ... [and] there is no statistical test of significance to 
determine if results count” (p. 39). Merriam (2009) also states that careful treatment of 
data is a significant part of research in order to “mak[e] sense out of the data” (p. 181). 
To ensure trustworthiness, the data were cross-coded with more than 10 colleagues, 
professors, and independent researchers. The inter-rater agreements were high when 
utilizing the Dedoose data-coding program (see Coding Samples in Appendix B). For the 
multiple coding concerns to be as objective as possible, I was cautious with the results of 
the coded data throughout the data analysis process. 
Ethical Considerations 
In this study, ethical considerations were carefully thought through with respect to 
informed consent, confidentiality, and data security. Verbal and written informed consent 
was obtained from participants at the beginning of the interviews. I described the purpose 
and methodology of the study to participants to ensure that they understood what 





intent to participate. I also provided participants an informed consent form to sign. I 
informed participants that if they feel uncomfortable at any time, they would be free to 
end the interview and their data would not be used. 
Due to the nature of interviews, it is impossible for participants to remain entirely 
anonymous. However, I have developed protocols to ensure that participants’ identities 
will remain confidential. To protect participants’ identities, they are referred to in the 
study using pseudonyms. The data collected, including interviews and artworks, have not 
been shared with anyone outside of the research team and have been used solely for 
research purposes. Interview recordings were stored on a password-protected device and 
destroyed upon the completion of the study. 
Due to the collection of participants’ personal ideas and stories used in order to 
understand contemporary cultural experiences, I acknowledged the ethical concerns at 
each stage of the research process. I carefully considered the selection and confidentiality 
of participants, including their comments and interpretations, and the authenticity of the 
research process. 
Limitations 
There are inherent limitations in taking the approach of a narrative-based 
qualitative research. While this type of methodology is most appropriate for the 
exploratory nature of this research, it is limited in its ability to make generalizations 
beyond the stated cases. Additionally, there are limitations to the sampling method and 
small sample size. As participants were selected using a non-random type of sampling, 
participants may not be representative of the larger population of South Korean and 
Chinese visual artists. Additionally, the sample size of eight participants may not be large 
enough to be representative of this larger population. However, a larger, more 





needed to collect, transcribe, and analyze the data generated by a small sample size of 
eight participants. 
There are also limitations to the data collection methods, which included semi-
structured interviews, image analysis, and document analysis. As interviews rely on 
participants to self-report, the data collected may not be accurate if participants are not 
self-aware or if they misrepresent information. Additionally, interviews often have 
reactive responses and researcher effects. For example, since participants know that they 
are being observed, they may feel pressured to give positive answers or behave 
differently rather than giving truthful or natural responses. It is also possible that the 
interviewer’s reactions to participants’ answers may change how participants respond to 
questions. 
Image and document analyses have limitations, as they rely solely on the 
researcher to interpret findings. As a result, there is a risk that a researcher’s personal bias 
could influence the findings. To mitigate this scenario, I have minimized the degree of 
personal interpretation by relying heavily on participants’ explanations and 






Overview of Four South Korean and Four Chinese Artist-Participants 
In this chapter, I present the research findings from eight in-depth interviews of 
participants who received an MFA in the United States. The interviews took place from 
May through June 2018. I interviewed each artist-participant approximately two hours 
individually in their preferred location for the first interview. Afterwards, I confirmed the 
interview transcript with each participant in a follow-up meeting to acquire additional 
comments and feedback. This chapter identifies the coding schemes used for an analysis 
of the qualitative data. The demographics of the participants can be described as four 
females and four males in total (in which there were two South Korean males, two South 
Korean females, two Chinese males, and two Chinese females). Each of the participants 
had completed a BFA program in their home country, and two participants had completed 
an MFA program in their home country as well. Table 5 presents profiles of the 
participants, including biographical information shared in their respective interviews as 
well as their website profiles. 
Based on the findings of this study, the cross-cultural artist-participants often 
described art with a personal meaning as “conceptual” art in contrast to traditional, 
formal South Korean or Chinese art, which they described as “aesthetic” art. For the sake 
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of clarity, the terms “conceptual” art and “aesthetic” art are defined as follows in this 
dissertation. 
 
Table 5. List of Eight Participants 
 





HA Painting  - Originally came to the U.S. to become an art professor in 
South Korea after her Korean MFA for an American MFA 
- Currently an artist represented by a gallery in New York 
 
BK Sculpture  - Came to U.S. to pursue a second MFA to develop her 
personal meaning making further  
- Currently an artist assistant and part time print shop 






YK Painting  - Pursued an MFA in the U.S. to develop his painting 
technique and style further 
- Currently a full-time painter, participating in exhibitions 
and commissioned work 
 
JW Fine Art - Came to the U.S. to develop his conceptual framework 
through an MFA program 
- Graduated with two MFA degrees and currently works as a 





HQ Digital Arts - Came to the U.S. for family, but chose to attend a second 
MFA program to develop her work further 
- Currently works as a part-time professor and as a 
commissioned artist 
 
XC Sculpture - Came to the U.S. to study concept development and 
technique through an MFA degree  
- Currently displays her work in gallery exhibits and works 





SL Glass - Pursued an MFA in the U.S. to discover new artistic styles 
and techniques; to develop works outside of his field of 
expertise 
- Recently graduated from his MFA program and works as a 
commissioned artist 
 
WX Painting - Came to the U.S. to develop new painting techniques 
through an MFA program 
- Currently works as a full-time commissioned artist, but 





To the participants, “aesthetic” art focused on the artworks’ surface compositions, color 
schemes, materials with traditional formal techniques, and methods from their home 
countries. Their interpretation of “conceptual” art had taken on a more personal meaning. 
The artwork was also was more concerned with the expression of the artist’s own 
concepts, ideas, and the voice behind their individual identities. 
Interviews with Each South Korean Artist 
South Korean Female Artist: HA 
HA is a Korean artist and sculptor based in Brooklyn, New York. She is a painter 
and sculptor who creates work that investigates personal connections through enigmatic, 
abstract forms. Her process begins with a visual diary that draws upon her emotional 
states, emphasizing capsules of time that crystalize feelings and words with color and 
form (HA’s artist online site, 2018). HA’s artistic journey began at a young age after 
being inspired by the artwork that her grandfather would produce and the shows he put 
on. After being surrounded by professional artists, HA formed an interest in painting. 
Growing out of this curiosity, HA started taking classes to pursue a fine arts degree. She 
completed a BFA in South Korea in 2010, where she majored in painting and minored in 
art history. Her original intent for MFA study in the United States was to become a 
professor because of her parents’ suggestions, so she worked as a teaching assistant for a 
previous MFA professor in her department. However, after being exposed to abstract 
painting, HA decided to pursue a career as an artist instead, “I think my painting and my 
drawing like my art is the only way to speak out my thoughts about feelings without any 
misunderstandings or grammar mistakes…. That was a time to focus on myself” 
(Interview with HA, 2018). HA graduated from a visual arts MFA program in New York 
in 2017, majoring in painting and drawing. At the time of the interview she was being 
represented by a gallery in New York City. 
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I interviewed HA for approximately two and a half hours in her art studio in 
Brooklyn in New York. At the beginning of the interview, HA shared her introduction to 
art, including the people and environments that influenced her artistic interest and 
definition of art. When answering question 3 regarding her definition of art and how the 
meaning changed as she developed as an artist, she shared reflections on her recent 
works. HA’s artworks in South Korea were landscapes and figurative oil paintings (see 
Figures 9 and 10). She described the nature of her previous work during our interview: 
I just painted figurative paintings of landscapes and spaces because my 
professor preferred the style. I thought that this artistic style was not mine to 
follow and I was not confident with my work because I didn’t want to 
continue working in this style. I wanted something else but I didn’t know 
what I wanted because I would just follow my professors’ directions. 
(Interview with HA, 2018)  
She also talked about the nature of the work dynamic she had in South Korea with her 
professor: “I had art exhibitions and teaching jobs in Korea ... my professor gave me the 
opportunity to have shows and teaching opportunities because of the relationship between 




Figure 9. The Delicate Moment series,1 Oil on canvas, 2012, HA 
                                                            






Figure 10. The Delicate Moment (Sofas), Oil on canvas, 2012, HA 
 
When asked about her motivation for pursuing an MFA in the United States, HA 
said her original career plans were the reason for pursuing a degree abroad: “Getting a 
better-looking job like a professor position was the reason that I came to the United 
States.” However, after creating abstract paintings she decided she did not want to be a 
teacher anymore and instead chose to become an artist. When discussing this change in 
career paths, she said: 
I realized that there’s so many responsibilities for students and I needed 
to take care of them and I needed to do my work at the same time. I think it 
was too much for me because I felt like I didn’t have enough energy to take 
care of both teaching and creating art. Since I moved here I realized that 
making art, like my painting and my drawing, is my voice I use to express 
myself. (Interview with HA, 2018) 
During the next part of the interview, I asked about what challenges and cultural 
differences affected her work. She responded by discussing the style of her current work. 
When asked about the challenges international students might face when transitioning to 
the United States, HA talked about how she struggled with the language barrier, since 
English was not her native language. She discussed how she had to continue to learn 
English throughout the duration of her MFA program. HA reflected on her desire to learn 
English and what helped her the most: 
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Without a good English skill, everything is challenging.... But I was 
lucky that I met really good American friends and they helped me a lot too. 
We were just having fun and they introduced the American culture to me. I 
didn’t have much problems socializing with my friends because I tried to just 
listen a lot, even if the American friends suggested a place that I had never 
been to go to, I would always follow them and try to learn what was going 
on. (Interview with HA, 2018) 
HA explained that a shift in her artistic style resulted from needing an alternative 
form of expression and therapy due to not speaking English during the beginning of her 
MFA program. She described this need by saying: 
Sometimes I don’t want to talk with anyone when I get really depressed 
and frustrated. If someone comes to me I brightly say, “Hi! How are you?” 
and I needed to hide my real feelings. So I wanted to write a diary. But I 
didn’t want to show my real mind to any Americans and Koreans in English 
or Korean thus that’s why I just started to draw abstract imagery in my secret 
diary without language. I just feel like I am building my own language 
without telling anything specific to people. (Interview with HA, 2018) 
During her MFA in the United States, she stated that her style became more abstract (see 
Figures 11 and 12): 
I was thinking abstraction could be the solution because abstraction has 
more possibility to study more and explore more about the space around me. 
I started that kind of practice to show the space in an abstract way because it 
didn’t matter how much I studied or how much I explored it since I couldn’t 
express that in a right way. Then the abstract elements moved to be a way to 




Figure 11. The Winter Stands on the Beach,2 HA’s painting created during her American 
MFA 
                                                            
2“I create work that investigates personal connection through enigmatic, abstract forms. My 
process begins with a visual diary that draws from emotional states, emphasizing capsules of time that 






Figure 12. HA’s untitled painting created during her American MFA 
 
When reflecting on the most important experiences from her graduate school 
education, HA discussed the interactions and wise words shared with her by professors 
and peers, particularly in group critiques: 
Critique classes are run by students, it’s not just a professor’s lecture.... 
If eight students are in a critique class, each student can receive eight 
different ideas, including a professor’s, and they also may introduce some 
ideas from friends, artists, exhibitions, books, movies, theories, etc.... The 
students’ attitudes are very important in the class. Even though I couldn’t 
speak English well, it didn’t matter, I needed to talk. If I know something, 
they also know what I’m trying to say. (Interview with HA, 2018) 
Following this part of the dialogue, when asked about the advantages and disadvantages 
of pursuing an MFA in the United States, HA discussed her trajectory after graduating 
with her MFA.  
I met my current gallery during an open studio in 2016, although I 
didn’t know that they came to the open studio. But they came to the open 
studio and they emailed me. They found me during the open studio and they 
wanted to connect with me so I eventually got a contract right after I 
graduated. If I didn’t go to [my school in the United States], it would have 
never happened for me and I never thought about having a gallery 
representing me in the United States if I had just stayed in Korea. (Interview 
with HA, 2018) 
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HA also shared her thoughts about the professional experiences she had while being in 
the United States: 
Here in the United States when I had all the exhibitions and did the 
residency programs, they didn’t know who I was, they just saw my 
application and my work so I got more confidence here. They picked me 
because of my work and now everything I have it here, which is why I say, 
“I got it!” (Interview with HA, 2018) 
South Korean Female Artist: BK 
BK is a South Korean sculptor based in Brooklyn, New York. Her journey as an 
artist began as she watched her brother (an architect) and father work and frequently 
attended a variety of galleries and museums in her neighborhood. This childhood 
exposure to art and sculpture inspired her to eventually pursuit her dream of becoming an 
artist. BK began creating two-dimensional sculptures, focusing on a series of similar 
subjects in her pieces. She decided to pursue an education in art as well. BK completed 
her BFA (2011) and MFA (2013) in South Korea, majoring in sculpture for both degrees. 
Upon the recommendation of her previous MFA professors, BK decided to pursue a 
second MFA in the United States in order to develop her own artistic concept and learn 
new skill sets in an academic environment. Influences on her work developed over time 
through a variety of classes that BK participated in during the beginning of her second 
MFA program. Influenced by her transition to living in the United States, BK now creates 
installations and “conceptual” art pieces surrounding her personal journey from South 
Korea to the United States, sharing, “Since I’m here as a foreigner in America, right now 
art is my language. Since I’ve come here, my work is about my personal experience of 
displacement and sense of isolation as an outsider” (Interview with BK, 2018). BK also 
creates work to reflect the emotions that came with her transition from one culture to 
another. 
I interviewed BK for two hours in a cafe in Brooklyn, New York. BK first shared 
the early experiences that motivated her in pursuing art, her artistic influences (see 
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Figure 13), and her definition of art. While discussing how she defined art, BK shared 
that prior to coming to the United States for her second MFA degree, she created a series 
of two-dimensional sculptures that looked similar to one another and were designed to 
reflect the desired work found in the art market in South Korea. When discussing the art 
market, BK shared, “The Korean art market is pretty narrow. And then they prefer to 
make a kind of commercial art.” As for her motivation to pursue a degree in the United 
States, BK said, “When I was in Korea, I made a lot of series. I kept working on the same 
thing in the same subject. So I felt a kind of mannerism. That’s why I decided to come to 
America to study abroad. So I think that about my previous work.” When asked about the 
academic structure of her BFA and first MFA program, BK discussed what group 
critiques were like in South Korea: 
During my MFA in Korea, seven or eight students were in a class and 
we had a lot of assignments. I prefer to have one or two projects per one 
semester. In Korea, each week we would have a critique, make artwork or 
something and then again two weeks later. They prefer to make a lot of 
sculptures and a lot of artwork in one semester and then check it, check it, 
check it. It is more passive in Korea. (Interview with BK, 2018) 
 
 




When I asked BK about her relationships and interactions with her professors and 
peers in both South Korea and the United States, she briefly compared both countries, but 
primarily discussed the nature of peer-professor dynamics in South Korea: 
In Korea, before I graduated, if you want to do something or have a 
good chance at something you have to be nice to the professors or you have 
to help them. The first time they asked me to help them was when I had no 
plans during one weekend. A professor would text me or call me at 11am, 
but it’s not just offering something, it’s asking for a favor. (Interview with 
BK, 2018)  
I followed up by asking about BK about her motivation in pursuing an MFA degree 
in the United States as well as her expectations of her graduate program. When asked 
about why she specifically chose to study in New York, BK said: 
My three professors back home already studied abroad in New York. So 
they recommended some art schools here to me. Also, I have visited New 
York two or three times before coming here. The first time, I was a traveler. 
And the second time I took a class in a university so that I can just kind of 
experience it before I decided to study abroad. I like the fact that there’s so 
many people right outside from America. So this is a melting pot, like every 
day, to see the images, or whatever, the street scenes inspire me a lot. 
(Interview with BK, 2018) 
She described her experiences in classes when she first came to the United States, 
specifically her critique classes: 
Critiques are very intense here so the professors will study the art a lot 
and give their information in a new way and they give a lot of good advice 
during critiques. Even if sometimes it’s really intense where they just 
directly say something, there’s no drama. The professors invite people like 
artists, critics, or juries from outside of the school to class and then they just 
jump into our critiques to have foster a good environment so the students can 
participate it too. So it’s more open and it is not for a specific group. 
(Interview with BK, 2018) 
When discussing the challenges she experienced working with her fellow 
classmates, BK described the nature of her friendships as well as significant cultural 
barriers. Concerning the advantages and disadvantages of pursuing an MFA in the United 
States, BK felt it was difficult being away from her home country, but also saw 
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advantages in the art scene in the United States. As for cultural challenges and overall 
experiences in the United States, BK said that she specialized in three-dimensional 
installations (see Figures 14, 15, and 16) and “conceptual” work (see Figure 17), creating 
pieces that reflect her transition from one country to another. 
Right now my sculpture is a sculpture but at the same time it’s a device. 
My work is about my personal experience of displacement and the struggles 
with cultural identity so I made my own private space for whenever I want to 





Figure 14. The Story of a Stranger,3 27”x24”x19.5”, 2018, BK 
 
                                                            
3“I have recreated in miniature the full-scale projects I made since moving here from Seoul, I put 
them into a trunk. I have moved many times from one place to another since I came to New York, keeping 











Figure 16. World’s Passports,4 Silkscreen on paper, Vending machine, Each 4”x5” size 
of passport, 2016, BK  
 
                                                            
4“I made passports from 100 countries and installed them randomly in 5 vending machines in 





Figure 17. Through the Crack,5 Wood, hinge, wheel, floor sheet, insulated foam, 
35”x35”x77”, 2015, BK 
 
BK shared that, “As a foreigner, I had to put in more effort, probably more than 
twice, every single day to prepare my work. But sometimes I misunderstand what they 
[said].” When reflecting on how her work will change in the future, BK said: 
Right now my question is “how can I make my artwork not just about 
my personal experience but also how can I go further and engage my 
artwork more?” It’s not about the answer, but it’s about my thought as an 
artist these days. (Interview with BK, 2018) 
BK detailed her current situation as an artist and what she may pursue in the future. The 
interview with BK was concluded with a final question regarding her insight on things 
she felt she would want international students to know with regard to possible challenges 
that may come up when transitioning to another country as a cross-cultural artist. To this, 
BK told about the socio-cultural challenges she faced when studying in the United States, 
specifically in regard to language as well as her place as a cross-cultural artist in New 
York.  
                                                            
5“This performance expresses a collision between a sense of displacement and feelings of fear that 
I feel as a cultural outsider. I made four doors scaled to my body size. They are hinged together to create a 
prop for my performance. After adding wheels to the bottom, I enclosed myself in the doors and journeyed 




South Korean Male Artist: JW 
JW is a South Korean artist, curator, and writer based in New York. JW started 
forming an interest in art as a child, participating in drawing and painting classes up until 
college, where he learned about “conceptual” art and started forming his stylistic 
preferences. During his BFA program in South Korea, he decided to study abroad in the 
United States for a semester, where he was exposed to other facets of “conceptual” art. 
After that semester, JW decided to pursue an MFA in the United States. While 
completing his MFA in Fine Arts in Pennsylvania, he pursued a second MFA in Art 
Practice in New York during his summer breaks to develop his technical skills. His work 
consisted of “conceptual” depictions of socio-political issues occurring in South Korea in 
order to bring awareness of those issues to the American population. Upon the 
completion of his MFA degrees, JW founded and organized an annual symposium known 
as “Mindful Joint” “that focuses on non-hierarchical knowledge sharing in contemporary 
art” (JW’s online bio). JW also works as a professor in a few BFA programs in New 
York, instructing his students about the artwork of minority populations and about the 
artistic movements in other countries: “I feel it is important to teach my students to have 
different perspectives and to understand people of color” (Interview with JW, 2018). 
I interviewed JW for two hours in a library conference room on the Upper West 
Side in New York. At the start of the interview, JW discussed his early art experiences, 
detailing his interest in art up through college as well as referring to a few artists from 
South Korea and Europe who influenced his definition of art in the first few years of his 
BFA. While JW shared that he did not remember a lot about his program, he did mention 
that he thought his professors were like “CEOs,” elaborating on his statement:: 
In Korea I thought that there was a big hierarchy between students and 
the faculty members. You have to respect everyone who is older than you, 
especially professors because they are a lot older than you and we have to 
respect them a lot. I guess here we respect them, but in a different way. You 
have to think of them as CEOs of companies and you’re just an intern. 
(Interview with JW, 2018) 
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He explained that it was not until he studied abroad at a university in Pennsylvania that 
he decided to pursue an MFA: 
They taught me a completely new concept of art like art [see Figures 18 
and 19] in context which is nowadays what people call socialized art...In 
Korea, there are no classes like that. So for me, [my MFA school in the 
United States] was like a leading institution which I had never experienced 
before, so that’s one of the reasons I wanted to go back to the United States 




Figure 18. Building/Unbuilding6 #1, Mixed Media, 2102, JW 
                                                            
6Building/Unbuilding examines the relationship between art, architecture, and the self/city; here 
the self is both singular/personal and an expanded consciousness shaped by a group, nation, and even 





Figure 19. Building/Unbuilding #2, Mixed Media, 2102, JW 
JW enjoyed his study abroad experience, but also elaborated upon the difficulties 
he faced in the beginning of the MFA program. With regards to his interactions with 
professors and peers during the beginning of his MFA program, he said that “at that time, 
I had a really nice teacher there who really cared for exchange students like boarding 
students, so I didn’t feel like a foreigner at the time.” However, his perceptions of the 
faculty as a whole were not consistent. JW recognized racial stereotypes occurring in his 
program, stating: 
So at that time I didn’t know that it was about racist things or 
stereotypes. From my point of view now I think it was about racial 
stereotypes because they kicked out a Chinese girl because she couldn’t 
speak English too much.... I thought it was about the language barrier and 
they just didn’t give her a second chance. It was kind of really stressful 
because I’m not from China, but I’m from a similar country. (Interview with 
JW, 2018) 
When asked about what teachers have said about his work in classes, JW focused 
on his desire to develop a theoretical framework. He stated that his art was originally 
“conceptual,” focusing on “deep philosophical ideas about objects or speculated realism.” 
  
76 
Specifically, he created art that reflected the socio-political issues occurring within his 
home country: 
I make things about the Korean war and about empathy, and how to get 
the Korean people with an empathic point of view. So I intentionally make 
work about what war means for Koreans ... it’s about real experiences of real 
people in the real horror about the war. I wanted to have like a sense of 
empathy for those who live in Korea from the American people. (Interview 
with JW, 2018) 
While focusing on the theoretical framework through which he approached his work from 
during his first MFA in Pennsylvania, JW developed a desire to teach art to students in 
higher education. He decided to pursue a second MFA degree in art practice in New York 
in order to improve his technique and gain an understanding of artistic practice 
instructions such that he could become better suited to be a teacher as well. 
JW talked briefly about the nature of critical opinions and the lack of unbiased 
critique that occurs beyond an academic setting. JW reflected on his graduate curriculum, 
specifically on artists, theories, and mentors that influenced his current work (see Figure 
20). JW commented on the artist and curator acquaintances he made during trips with 
both of his MFA institutions, and how those connections developed into supportive 
friendships. When reflecting on the advantages and disadvantages of pursuing an MFA 
internationally in the United States, JW felt disconnected from his home country and 
discussed struggles he faced trying to pursue residency in the United States as he 
developed his career. Upon graduating with his MFA, his work became socio-political, 





Figure 20. All Men Are Created Equal,7 Single-channel video with sound, 6min., 2018, 
JW  
 
JW became a full-time teacher of undergraduate sculpture and media skills at art 
schools in New York and Chicago, and has put on a variety of symposiums surrounding 
Asian artists and art movements. In his classroom, JW focuses on socio-political 
movements occurring in the United States. He shared: 
It is a very important part of my class to give examples of artists from 
different parts of the world like from Korea, Africa, Latin America, and even 
like people of color in the United States and how their identity affects their 
making processes and about the storytelling about their experiences as 
foreign artists from 3rd world countries. I feel it’s kind of like a 
responsibility for me to teach my students to have global perspectives and 
different perspectives than just teaching “Western” art history. (Interview 
with JW, 2018) 
                                                            
7“I created a condition ‘Struggle’ for this action by taping myself up. The laborious action appears 
absurd in light of New York City’s skyline, emblematic of the overdeveloped city in contrast to the potent 
struggle of Asian-Americans against racism.” (JW’s artist statement) 
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JW talked further about his perspective on discrimination in the United States. He 
made suggestions for future international students who want to pursue visual art 
programs in the United States. He shared his experience in the United States of how to 
study without financial constraints, elaborating in detail on the free education 
opportunities that are available for fine arts students. JW also described in detail the 
collaborative projects he has worked on over the past few years and how he planned to 
continue working on these types of projects. 
South Korean Male Artist: YK 
YK is a New York-based realist painter from South Korea. YK’s interest in art 
began at a young age: “Originally, I wanted to be a cartoonist before I decided to become 
an artist. But I really enjoyed the process like painting and drawing, I love doing that. I 
just purely enjoyed it, so I wanted to be an artist” (Interview with YK, 2018). As an 
undergraduate student, YK created socialist miniature and installation works, such as 
student desks and an apartment, to reflect facets of life in Korea. Toward the end of his 
BFA program in 2011, YK focused on creating realist paintings, specifically a series of 
leaves. After researching the possibility of studying abroad, YK decided to pursue an 
MFA in the United States to continue developing his technical skills and artistic 
knowledge. While working on his degree in New York, YK learned to take in the 
suggestions and recommendations of others to improve his craft. His work grew to reflect 
scenes from the present as opposed to focusing on scenes of the past. Upon the 
completion of his MFA program, YK went on to participate in art festivals, produce 
commissioned work, and work in a number of residency programs. 
I interviewed YK for two and a half hours at his studio in an art residency program 
of a non-profit foundation in New York. At the beginning of the interview, we discussed 
YK’s early experiences in art as well as his motivation to become an artist. YK said he 
began creating cartoon drawings and paintings during his middle school and high school 
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years. He entered competitions in high school and attended lectures on art. His interest in 
art continued through into his college education, where he entered a BFA program in 
South Korea. YK then discussed the artists and experiences that influenced him both 
prior to and during his BFA in South Korea. When asked about his definition of art and 
how it has changed over time, YK described the nature of his art as an undergraduate 
student as well as the challenges he faced in his work. “Most of my work was mainly not 
painting, but drawing and installation. It was kind of a little bit conceptual,” but 
eventually he focused on realist oil painting. He also shared his personal journey in 
deciding to become a painter: 
I thought I wanted to work only on painting because of the colors. I still 
think painting is about light and colors and also it is something made by 
hand. When I started painting the mood and atmosphere. Usually I worked 
on landscapes like the moon and the atmosphere, sometimes details. I 
thought everything in painting worked for me. I liked the emotional level of 
the painting more than “conceptual” art. (Interview with YK, 2018)  
Before coming to this decision, YK said he had battled many conflicting emotions 
concerning which artistic style to focus on. He started having feelings of depression 
during this time and joined the military to take some time away from school. Doing this 
helped him clarify within himself that he loved oil painting and would continue to pursue 
a realist style of painting (see Figure 21). 
I asked YK about his teachers’ perspectives on his art in critiques, to which he 
responded: “They loved my miniature works more than my painting. I already knew that 
they wouldn’t pay attention to my painting, but I wanted to be a painter. I don’t think 
they demand it, but they expected me to be a socialist” (Interview with YK, 2018). When 
it came to pursuing an MFA in the United States, he said that he wanted to develop his 
painting further, which became his primary goal. When discussing his expectations about 
studying in the United States, YK noted, “I thought that American art education was very 
practical, so I wanted to learn more about the art field, not just about the theories or 
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history” (Interview with YK, 2018). He also spoke about the challenges he faced during 




Figure 21. The Smile Man at the Store,8 oil on linen, 23.9”x28.6”, 2012, YK 
 
                                                            
8“In my painting, there is nobody inner and outer buildings ostensibly. The silence of residents 
evokes my imagination of unseen people and their absence. Between the sense of presence and absence of 
the neighbors, I paint the invisible, formless, and hidden somebody who is expected to be there through 
one’s traces in the landscape.” (YK’s artist statement) 
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Sometimes I heard guns, I had fears about guns, fears about racism, 
fears about English, and everything. I was robbed two weeks after coming to 
New York. They took my $800 cash after they broke down the door. I 
couldn’t speak English at all so I couldn’t complain. I reported this case to 
[my] professors. So the schools sent an email to all students about my case. 
(Interview with YK, 2018)  
YK spoke briefly about the specific things he learned from his graduate school education 
and relationships with his professors: 
I think one of the advantages in my MFA course was that there were 
various classes, not only studio classes, not only theory classes, not only 
writing classes. I met really great professors, which is the best part of my 
MFA. In my experience, I when I met successful artists they really focused 
on their own work and they liked to share their stories. When I met good 
teachers, they were really good listeners and spent a lot of time discussing 
and finding solutions to solve student issues. They really cared about their 
students, their stories and empathy. (Interview with YK, 2018)  
YK elaborated upon his relationships with his professors, why he liked his MFA 
professors, and his reasoning for not attending an MFA program in South Korea. YK 
explained why professors were “the best” part of his MFA experience: 
My studio thesis teacher said, “You chose safe work.” He saw these 
kinds of issues and made me more confident to do my own work and he 
helped me develop my perspective and my point of view on my paintings. I 
can’t say everything, but he helped me a lot and he knew what I wanted to 
do. We are still good friends and we keep in touch. (Interview with YK, 
2018) 
The interview continued with YK discussing his challenges in working with fellow 
classmates. He described language barriers and English being a challenge. During his 
MFA, he chose to focus on present-based realism (see Figure 22) by utilizing the 
techniques of old-world painters. YK said this technique was suggested to him by a 
professor from another major who thought that YK’s “brain was different,” therefore he 
needed to implement works of art that matched the way his “brain worked and saw 





Figure 22. Bluesy Day,9 oil on linen, 38”x 38”, 2018, YK 
 
I transitioned the interview into a discussion about the advantages and 
disadvantages of pursuing an international art degree in the United States. YK talked 
about his current career as well as his feelings on being away from South Korea for a 
long period of time. Upon the completion of his Masters degree, YK “had a full-time 
show at a big art fair. I met American singers and actors and actresses, like from Game of 
Thrones. They purchased my painting. It was fun and I also had a residency program. I 
had many chances to apply to have shows.” Regarding how his overall experience in the 
United States had impacted his own self-identity, YK felt between cultures as a cross-
cultural artist. Following this reflection, I asked him about his short- and long-term career 
aspirations, to which he responded by discussing his residential status as well as his 
thoughts on returning to South Korea in the future. 
                                                            
9“As places where physical distance is inverse to the psychological distance among neighbors, 
residential buildings seem to represent human relations in urban society that shares the attribute of 
individualism. Ironically, in this structure, one can be anonymous despite the physical closeness among 
them. Living with unknown neighbors there, I myself become an anonymous neighbor to them. They and I 
exist, and yet do not exist simultaneously in a psychological sense.” (YK’s artist statement) 
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Interviews with Each Chinese Artist 
Chinese Female Artist: HQ 
HQ is a digital artist and printmaker from China based in New York who creates 
works centered around the migration of individuals from one place to another, mainly 
from one culture to another. Her journey as an artist began at a young age as she enjoyed 
drawing. HQ participated in drawing classes up until college, where she attended a 
prestigious fine arts school. In China, HQ completed both a BFA and MFA in 
printmaking in 2010 and 2013, respectively. She originally moved to the United States to 
be with her husband; however, she decided to pursue an MFA in New York to develop 
her technical skills and explore different artistic methods of expression. While pursuing 
her degree in the United States, HQ grew interested in digital representations of migration 
and displacement: 
My work flows from my own experience of home and relocation. I feel 
the ambivalence between nostalgia and wistfulness of transition. Inspired by 
poetry, surrounding stories, also translation or mistranslation between 
English and Chinese. I visually translated the moments they are passing 
through, getting together, migrating and even conflicting. (HQ’s online bio, 
2018) 
Upon graduating from her MFA program, HQ worked as an adjunct professor in an 
undergraduate visual arts program in New York while participating in group exhibitions 
and doing commissioned works. 
I interviewed HQ for two hours in her studio at a non-profit foundation in Midtown 
Manhattan, New York. At the beginning of the interview, HQ said her previous 
understanding of what it meant to be an artist was defined by the Chinese word for 
“artist,” which translates to “art professional or famous art person.” When she came to 
America, a professor found it strange that HQ did not consider herself to be an artist: 
“My professor was surprised by my work and said, ‘You are an artist; why don’t you 
  
84 
consider writing down that you are an artist?’ That was the moment that I realized that it 
wasn’t a far-off dream, it starts here” (Interview with HQ, 2018). 
She then shared her early experiences of art, starting from her time in middle 
school up through her undergraduate education. When asked what art meant to her and 
how her definition of it had changed over time, she reflected upon the nature of her work 
during her BFA and first MFA program. She created works that were light in color and 
contained feminine themes and landscapes. In her words: 
It was mostly sweet and more natural and more about feminism and the 
feeling of a woman or a girl towards nature [see Figures 23 and 24]. I was 
influenced by the weather in the city Hangzhou that I lived in. It’s very calm 
weather and it’s humid. It’s very beautiful and watery and has a lake around 
it and it rains a lot. So this kind of tropical life and city life is combined 
together from a woman’s point of view ... it’s colorful and it’s wet, it has a 
lot of dripping a lot of different colors and body shapes inside. So it’s more 




Figure 23. HQ’s Honeymoon series10 #1 created in China, Oil-ink on paper, 2012 
                                                            
10“Completed the oil-ink on paper in the reaction from different seasons, I initiate festivities of the 
geography, climate and ecology, with ink and handmade paper, colors and texture. In addition to the fresh 





Figure 24. HQ’s Honeymoon series #2 created in China, 2013 
When asked about the nature of her relationships with her professors in China and 
in the United States, HQ talked solely about student-professor relationships in China. 
Specifically concerning her critique classes, HQ briefly touched on her mentoring 
professor in the United States and the way he would critique her work: 
The professor’s own practice influenced us a lot so the students chose 
what professor they liked and if the professor doesn’t accept them, then they 
can choose another one. I chose what I liked and lucky enough he liked me. I 
go to his studio and four of us meet once or twice a week. We bring our 
sketches and ideas. It’s basically the professors talking to us. We don’t talk 
about each other’s work. We shared what our idea was, what inspired us, 
what we were doing and what it was made of. The professor would give 
ideas about what to do to develop our work. (Interview with HQ, 2018)  
In contrast, HQ detailed what critiques in China were like, and how she used to view art: 
We were trained like, artwork is understood by looking, you don’t 
understand by talking. So when you see an artwork, you understand if it is 
good or not. If I can see from your painting that it’s good, then I don’t want 
to hear anything you have to say about it. It’s not important to know the 
meaning of the artwork, it’s important to see the artwork. So that’s the 
traditional way of understanding artwork. (Interview with HQ, 2018) 
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Upon the completion of her BFA, HQ owned a business pertaining to her art. She 
shared: 
Before I came here, I owned a workshop, a printmaking workshop. I 
sold the workshop to others then came here. I established with my friends a 
small workshop. It was a personal studio space for printmaking and we all 
taught classes. It was a company. Together with four friends we established a 
company. We offer space, we offer classes, we offer designs. It started to 
become a good company, then I quit. So the company is still there and it runs 
pretty well now. (Interview with HQ, 2018) 
Regarding her motivation to pursue an MFA degree in the United States, HQ 
explained her desire to explore new techniques to introduce into her art (as well as 
moving to the United States for personal reasons). She did not socialize much due to the 
age difference between herself and her peers as well as her family circumstances. During 
her masters program, she focused on cyanotype work that she created by using 
photosensitive material (see Figure 25) and incorporating technology (see Figure 26) into 
her work. Her subject matter became centered around migration and the transitions 
humans go through when they move from one place to another. HQ described in detail 
how this subject translates into art: 
So the feelings I have are that, you’re looking forward to moving but in 
a way where you feel you are being pushed by the current, you may 
experience something you don’t want to and maybe you achieve whatever it 
is you are looking for. So all the things happen during the move and people 
have different reactions to that, so I was trying to express those people that I 
have experienced. They will kind of maybe help each other by holding hands 
and pushing on all sides the keep the current from pushing them off. 










Figure 26. Soldier on board, 3D printing and coating using MakerBot, HQ 
                                                            
11“The content is exploring the transition and relocating of human being. It is a three-layer 
transparent fabric hanging from the ceiling with projected moving image on them. Photoshop, Cyanotype, 
Silkscreen, Drawing, Fabric trimming, Projecting.” (HQ’s artist statement) 
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When reflecting on the change in her art, HQ shared: 
I think it’s about the changing of life and the changing of identity and 
changing of where home is. I came here because I got married so I started 
my own home here, but I don’t feel I belong here. So not believing in 
yourself or having to start a new things is the moment I realized that when 
life changes, the artwork changes at the same time. You have to find a way 
to satisfy yourself and find your professional area again so this is a tough 
moment but still very rewarding. If I if I didn’t come out here, I don’t think I 
could’ve made this body of work. (Interview with HQ, 2018)  
After this part of the interview, she expressed her short- and long-term career aspirations. 
She discussed her previous professional experience and her current desire to return to 
China in the near future. When asked if there were any other differences between her 
education in China and the United States that she may not have previously mentioned, 
HQ only said that she did not want to compare the two educational systems since they are 
of two different cultures. 
Chinese Female Artist: XC 
XC is a sculptor from China based in New York. She plunged into the world of art 
at a young age, participating in traditional Chinese painting and calligraphy classes. 
During her BFA program in China, XC focused on socio-political works, choosing to 
illustrate societal conversations occurring in day-to-day life. Upon graduating from her 
program in China, XC decided to continue her studies in art by pursuing a degree abroad. 
I just wanted to know why I was making art and why we need art. I was 
interested in an academic place. I like seeing work and knowing work, not 
just creating work. The main job of an artist is to create something, after 
creating something, I wanted to know why that was. (Interview with XC, 
2018) 
During her MFA in the United States, XC developed her concept as an artist beyond her 
identity as a “Chinese artist.” 
It was more like me wanting to make something or talk about something 
without any personal background. When people are looking at your work 
and they decide to place your background in the work, I just say, “I am 
Chinese. My background is Chinese.” When I make my work, I don’t 
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consider my background so when someone thinks about my background, it is 
their own issue. One good thing is that art is purely objective when you 
finish it. It becomes an independent thing. (Interview with XC, 2018) 
After graduating from her MFA program, XC participated in group exhibitions and a 
residency program, serving as a visiting artist instructor in a variety of academic 
environments. Her current works explore her personal story as an artist through sheet 
metal shaping and sculpture. 
I interviewed XC for about three hours in her shared house in Brooklyn, New 
York. XC started the interview by detailing the early influences in art she received 
through her family, specifically in drawing and painting: 
My mom started sending me to learn how to paint, like Chinese 
traditional painting. People found that I was so patient because I could sit 
there the whole day and learn how to draw a line or something. So my mom 
thought that it might be my interest, so I continued learning it. I decided to 
be an artist in college because I had some art education where I learned what 
an artist was and what their career is like. (Interview with XC, 2018) 
XC continued to elaborate on journey by describing her experiences in college: 
I didn’t get that much influence from my professor because when I was 
in college, the main part of my practice is learning those skills. You have to 
have good skills. So mostly we practiced still life or figure painting. Then in 
junior or senior year, you start making personal creative work, but before 
that, for almost three years you learn skills. 
She went into detail about the nature of her work and described the socio-political climate 
of China (see Figures 27, 28, and 29). During her BFA, she focused on socio-political 
work, particularly on the topics of government commentary and societal norms: 
I started to create work freely, because I knew all the skills and could do 
everything on my own. So the big problem was figuring out why and what 
kind of work I should make. It’s a very basic question. Should I paint a nude 
lady, or should I paint figures, or should I paint landscapes? I had to choose 
one so I started thinking why I started making things, what’s the reason that 
made me make them. Then I got influenced again because at that time most 










Figure 28. 70-years #2, Video installation, 1 min., 2015, XC 
                                                            
12“My work is concerned with the process of refining stories and experiences, in order to analyze 
the observations of alternating in aesthetic taste. But I am not telling stories, I am making objects. Object is 
a symbol; a poetry, and is a metaphor between individual and the city. Everyone is a regular rather than a 





Figure 29. Black Hole,13 Aluminum square tube, wood, fabric, asphalt, light bulbs, 2015, 
XC 
 
XC expressed that she was motivated to become an artist by her desire to 
continuously develop her artistic concept. Upon the advice of a professor, XC pursued an 
MFA in the United States to gain more international education experience and improve 
her artistic craft. XC shared her thought process behind choosing a school and other 
motivations behind studying in the United States, specifically: 
I was interested in an academic place. I like seeing work and knowing 
work, not just creating work. The main job of an artist is to create something, 
after creating something, I wanted to know why that was. I decided to study 
abroad when I was in my junior year. I already decided to go to a different 
country to see and to learn. (Interview with XC, 2018) 
When asked about her relationship with her professors, XC described her relationship 
with her mentoring professor from her MFA in the United States. She went into detail 
about learning to use language alongside the process of gaining access to a different lens, 
                                                            
13“Through the way the materials, textures and shape directly shows my view of labors, especially 
in my emotion part.” (XC’s artist statement) 
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which she could use to create and evaluate art as a Chinese artist in the United States. She 
also explained how these cross-cultural lenses are used by those who evaluate her art in 
the United States. 
During her MFA studies, XC focused on contemporary abstract sculptural works, 
primarily working with stainless steel and shaping sheet metal to create works that were 
based on her own experiences (see Figure 30). She shared why she focused on sculpture 
as opposed to painting during her MFA in the United States: 
I feel like painting is so hard for me now because I have some failures in 
painting. It has limited my imagination. I don’t have an interest in it. In one 
way I feel like I can paint everything and in another way I question why I 
painted something. You don’t know and don’t want to figure it out. I like 
paint because I like paint, but I don’t want to use the paint to do anything or I 
don’t feel like the paint will bring me something. You lose the connection 
and it becomes a habit. With sculpture it makes me feel like I am connecting 




Figure 30. Future Length,14 sheet metal, 2017, XC 
                                                            
14“The feelings, which can tell and cannot tell present my current doubts of being a person. A 




According to XC, the advantage to pursuing an MFA in the United States was 
having the freedom of voice. When asked how her culture and self-identity may have 
been influenced by pursuing an MFA in the United States, she discussed labels and 
viewing artists through cultural lenses as opposed to viewing them objectively. XC is 
considering returning to China, but feels satisfied with where she is at the moment. She 
has expressed these differences in education systems to others, and she talked about 
college being different in the United States and China in terms of academic rigor. XC 
identified language as a barrier for those who study in the United States as well as her 
position as a cross-cultural artist in a transition period between two countries. She said, 
“My concept in making work is changing. They are two types of work. One type is 
presenting societal phenomenon. I take elements from the society I am in. Later on my 
work moved onto more personal aesthetic goals, so I don’t have to use my cultural 
background.” 
Chinese Male Artist: SL 
SL is a Chinese craft artist and sculptor based in the United States. During his BFA 
in the Glass Department, SL focused on developing crafts while acquiring a technical 
skillset. He chose to pursue an MFA abroad to learn more about “conceptual” approaches 
to art. When SL started his MFA in the United States, he sought “conceptual” 
collaborations in video performance pieces as well as installation works. He undertook 
programs in ceramics, glass, and casting in a variety of programs in the United States to 
expand on his technical abilities and artistic knowledge base. . 
I was self-motivated and had my own ideas. I wanted to think about art 
and think about how it benefited my life. I had been doing art for 9 years, but 
it’s only one part of my life. The attitudes toward myself are the most 
important, like how to get happy, how you feel fulfilled in life and things 
like that. (Interview with SL, 2018) 
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Prior to graduating, SL participated in group exhibitions and worked as a teaching 
assistant in a variety of academic settings. 
I interviewed SL for about two and a half hours through an online video meeting. 
SL’s interview started with a discussion of the early experiences that influenced him to 
become an artist. He studied drawing and painting at seven years old, and since his 
parents’ valued education, they pushed him to keep pursuing art in school. SL went into 
detail about his thought processes on what it means to be influenced by art. He also 
talked about the general structure of his previous fine arts program: 
The school was more about the technique and not about the 
“conceptual.” In college I started to think about different types of art. Art is 
“conceptual” and you have to use your own ideas to conceptualize the work. 
My professors were influenced by traditional Chinese art, which is 
“aesthetic” and not really “conceptual.” We just pursued beauty. You 
practice your technique through making something very beautiful. It’s not 
like with America and the critique-style education. You have to understand 
the beauty because it’s not something you can identify what is truly beautiful 
or not. I wanted to be a “conceptual” artist, but I was persuaded to focus on 
the beautiful, because the beautiful items are what sell on the market in 
China. “Conceptual” and abstract art were not really marketable. (Interview 
with SL, 2018) 
 SL discussed his artistic influences during college and his focus on developing 
“aesthetic” works while completing his BFA in China. His artistic focus during his BFA 
was in Arts and Craft (see Figure 31). SL shared his experiences in finding his craft, “I 
thought about how to make crafts like Antoine Leperlier15 and William Morris16 and how 
to form crafts from all types of materials. My professor, who really liked traditional 
Chinese artists, also taught me about crafts.” SL discussed his thoughts on art in relation 
to philosophy and technique, and how the meaning of art had changed for him as he 
developed his work over time. 
                                                            
15Antoine Leperlier (1953- ) is a French artist well-known for his glass works in the field of 
contemporary Pâte de verre (a kilncasting method that literally means “paste of glass”) (Cummings, 2009). 
16William Morris (1834-1896) was a British textile artist well-known for designing various 





Figure 31. Lock series,17 Glass Casting, 2014, SL 
 
I asked SL about the relationships he formed with teachers across his art education 
in both China and in the United States. He responded with an overview of what 
professors were like in both countries: 
I think the most obvious difference from China and here was definitely 
in the professors.... From what I experienced in China, the teacher really 
wanted to talk about their own ideas, their own ideas on art, their own ideas 
on beauty, their ideas about everything. Teachers in America, especially in 
my department at [my MFA school] were aware of that. I’m sure they had 
their own ideas about everything, but they didn’t talk about it, especially 
when we had discussion classes. (Interview with SL, 2018) 
Following this question, SL was asked about his desire to study in the United 
States to receive his MFA degree. He responded that he wanted to develop his own 
definition of art through travelling abroad. When describing his thought process, SL said: 
                                                            
17“The set of works is based on the concept of a place to retrospect and 
meditate; also, it’s getting more different culture to listen to our inner selves. 
Door lock represents the condition of people and between people and their 
inner voice. A door separates space, and the glass is transparent, so we can 
see the souls behind the doors. A door lock keeps us from what we can see, 
which is what I want to express. We can see our souls, but we never step 
closer to them.” (SL’s artist statement) 
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A lot of people gave me feedback saying that the foreign education is 
really good compared to China. I’m a good student and I like learning, so I 
decided to pursue studies abroad.... I also wanted to think about what art 
meant to me. The expectation that I had before coming here was thinking 
about “conceptual” works. This school is a really good one so getting a 
degree was a part of the expectation, to get the MFA degree. Another part 
was to become an artist. I didn’t want to just be a sculptor or glass artist. 
(Interview with SL, 2018) 
I asked SL to identify some of the important things he learned from his graduate 
school experience. He mentioned that he served as a teaching assistant during all three 
years of his program to gain teaching experience: 
I was there for three years and every year I was a TA (teaching assistant) 
for certain classes. The teacher wanted me to teach the class so she would 
teach me some of the teaching skills. Even after I graduated, someone said 
that once you graduate with an MFA in America, you can teach classes. 
(Interview with SL, 2018) 
SL wanted to experiment with new art methods and to be surrounded by new influences. 
Discussing the beginning of his MFA program, SL said: 
I took the first few months to understand how things work. The teacher 
would give me a topic that was too “conceptual” and I wouldn’t know what 
to make. I would make an object around beauty and the professors knew my 
background so they would tell me not to make sculpture and to move away 
from objects. I appreciated that actually. The teacher forced me to quickly 
get into this new mindset. (Interview with SL, 2018)  
SL also described what the rest of his American MFA program was like: 
In my first year I was doing a lot of things and it blew my mind. I read a 
lot about “conceptual” artists ... that was important to me that first year, to 
just try everything. The second year here I really liked movies and narrative 
films so I tried to make those. I also tried a lot of video performance and 
abstract video work as a way to make art … for my third year, my professor 
tried to place me in an abstract place, so I tried to focus on one topic. For me, 
I didn’t do too much practice in my last two years because I didn’t do too 
many separate works, I just kept editing the same thing over and over. I kept 




When asked about any teachers, theories, or experiences that had a lasting 
influence on his work, SL mentioned Marcel Duchamp,18 along with Chinese artists such 
as Xie Tiancheng19 and Zhang Huan.20 Following this part of the discussion, SL detailed 
the advantages and disadvantages of pursuing an international art degree. He shared his 
understanding of and desire for artistic freedom in his environment (see Figures 32 
and 33). SL discussed the cultural challenges and differences he experienced while 
studying in the United States, focusing on language as well as holding onto his own 
cultural identity. I discussed short- and long-term career aspirations with SL, which 




Figure 32. Live in solitude, Don’t die in solitude, Nature installation with glass, neon, 
wood, electricity, 2018, SL 
 
                                                            
18Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) was a French-American artist well-known for his installations of 
ready-made objects through the Dada art movement. 
19Xie Tiancheng (1950- ) is a Chinese artist well-known for his approach using Chinese traditional 
paintings.  






Figure 33. Parking Day,21 public installation, collaboration with colleagues, 2017, SL 
 
In the next two years, I want to have a craft studio that can self-run. I 
would love to hire people and have projects to give me a continual income. I 
would sell crafts because it would be the easiest way for me to make money. 
If I could build my own studio, I would build it in China. (Interview with SL, 
2018) 
Chinese Male Artist: WX 
WX is a Chinese artist based in New York City who specializes in combining 
realist painting with images from history, pop culture, and advertising. WX studied art 
from a young age, primarily focusing on painting and drawing. While in his BFA 
program, WX developed abstract, expressionist paintings, as the concept interested him at 
that time. WX decided to pursue an MFA in the United States to further develop his 
technical skill set and try out alternative styles of work, such as realistic painting. 
                                                            
21“This is a collaborative project with three landscape designers in September 2017. The project is 
based on the worldwide ‘Parking Day’ event. With this event, we converted a parking lot space in 
downtown Providence into a green bedroom.” (SL’s artist statement) 
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I never labeled myself as a realism painter, an abstract painter, a 
“conceptual” painter or academic painter or a performance or sound artist. I 
don’t care and I just make art, even though the medium changes. (Interview 
with WX, 2018) 
Upon graduation from his MFA program, WX participated in a variety of group 
exhibitions in both the United States and China and has held solo exhibitions. WX’s 
works are currently represented by a gallery in New York. 
I interviewed WX for two hours at his art studio amidst a cluster of studios located 
in Brooklyn, New York. The discussion began with me asking WX about what art meant 
to him, “Art making interests me the most. It’s not about anything else. The process of 
making it and the feedback given is a form of critical thinking for me.” During his 
bachelor’s program in China, WX majored in painting, focusing on abstract and 
expressionism. When asked about the important things that he learned from his graduate 
school experience, he mentioned people being important in the art-making process (see 
Figure 34). Discussing his relationship to his professors in art education, WX spoke of 
the “power structure” present in his undergraduate program as well as the overall 
structure of schools in China. When asked to evaluate the education he received in China 
and the United States, WX talked about the structures he perceived to be in place in the 
Chinese education system and provided advice to any students coming from China to 
pursue their MFAs in the United States. WX reflected on his own art education 
experiences between his home country and the United States: 
The way they teach art here in my American school involves people 
sitting in a circle and talking. It’s a different form of engagement in thought. 
Discussions impacted my work the most and also knowing specific people 
helped. It was good to have a lot of different personalities around me. In 
China we would talk about art amongst friends and we were very serious 
about art. In class, because of class structure, there wasn’t much discussion. 
There was a lot of practice and it was focused on traditions in painting. 




Figure 34. I think it’s gonna be important22 #1, Oil on canvas, 52 x 68 inches, 2011, WX 
Aside from language barriers in the beginning of his program, WX had not 
experienced challenges working with fellow classmates in China and the United States, 
since he was also a friend to his peers. Asked about what his peers would say about his 
work in group critique settings, he replied that he did not remember, since he felt “over 
them” toward the end of his MFA program. Regarding any teachers, experiences, or 
theories that impacted him during his graduate program, WX said: 
My school was the best place and is ideal because it has a lot of physical 
space. Physical space means so much to an artist in this day in age. They 
have huge spaces so when we have group critiques, you get to arrange your 
work like you’re curating. You have to decide how you want to present your 
work. This is very important because in contemporary art, the meaning can 
be changed based on the way the work is seen. We talked about space 
arrangement and presentations a lot. (Interview with WX, 2018)  
                                                            
22“With the illusionistic space that I constructed through different ways of representation, I hope 
my works can do something to change my viewer’s prejudice about art viewing, criticizing, and the 
established ways of distinguishing visual art elements.” (WX’s artist statement) 
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While studying for his MFA, WX specialized in alternative realist painting, incorporating 
elements of his previous abstract artistic interests (see Figures 35 and 36). When 
discussing the change to his approach, he said: 
The second year, I thought that I should build new skills. I decided to 
build a new skill and paint realist art. My first semester I wasn’t received 
positively. They thought that I was trying to impress them with my fancy 
realism technique since they don’t know those skills and practice those 
techniques. My first semester when I had paintings, the professors were 
against me because they labeled me as a Chinese student trying to impress 




Figure 35. Untitled (Fire, Fred Flintstone),23 Oil on canvas, 72”x60”, 2018, WX 
 
                                                            
23“Mining pop culture, art history, and commercial advertising for my source material, I create 
paintings with a photographic clarity and realism that belies their complex layers of visual and ‘conceptual’ 
contradictions. Often blending multiple perspectives and scales and emphasizing surface, texture and the 
effects of light, my compositions function as meditations on the interplay of illusion, representation and 





Figure 36. Positive Energy,24 Oil on canvas, 60”x 60”, 2017, WX 
 
Following this part of the interview, I asked WX about the advantages and 
disadvantages of pursuing an international art degree in the United States. He responded 
by discussing the art scene where he lives and the advantages he received from pursuing 
an MFA in the United States. He briefly noted that he “couldn’t say” if there were any 
cultural challenges or experiences that influenced him while studying in the United 
States. As for his long-term goals as an artist: 
I didn’t have an idea or a plan before coming to the United States. I had 
to come and see things for myself and compare from there. It’s a question 
every international student has. They think about whether they should stay or 
go back to Asia right away. You have to be here to understand what is going 
on here and in your own home country and decide what kind of perspective 
you want. (Interview with WX, 2018) 
                                                            
24“Through a process that begins by constructing a digital collage of images of notable art 
historians and philosophers, commercial logos, Internet memes and expressionistic brushstrokes, which he 
then renders in paint, I create crisp, beguiling canvases that brim with allusion and reference yet yield only 
a labyrinth of illogical juxtapositions and indeterminate meanings.” (WX’s artist statement) 
  
103 
Regarding advice and insights he could share regarding his own MFA and cross-cultural 
experience, WX mentioned the need to study English as well as the nature of the art 
market for cross-cultural Chinese artists. When asked about how he felt about being a 
Chinese artist living in the United States, he responded: 
I never felt like I belonged to a certain language or a certain label. I 
never labeled myself as a realism painter, an abstract painter, a “conceptual” 
painter or academic painter or a performance or sound artist. I don’t care and 
I just make art, even though the medium changes. (Interview with WX, 
2018) 
Patterns of Participants’ Responses 
Each participant answered questions in a unique manner. Although the interview 
questions were asked chronologically, the stories were shared in pieces being that 
participants remembered certain aspects of their artistic journey more vividly than other 
parts. At the start of the interviews, participants shared their early experiences with art 
and their motivation to pursue a degree in visual arts in their home country. Participants 
recalled the general structure of their program in terms of class sizes, and the 
requirements needed to obtain their degree. Each participant also detailed their major, 
sharing what specific mediums and styles they used and how they chose them. The 
participants detailed the art techniques they developed in their programs over time, and 
the ways in which they utilized those techniques in their art. When describing their 
previous BFA programs, participants noted their perceptions and interactions with their 
professors and peers. 
During the next part of the interview process, participants explained their 
motivations for pursuing an MFA in United States upon the completion of their BFA or, 
for some, after their first MFA. When discussing programs in the United States, 
participants made cultural and social observations about their new environments and their 
peers. These observations included the way that participants perceived their peers, which 
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included them reporting their peers to be outgoing and bold in their statements and 
conversations. They shared the details of frequent topics of conversation, such as politics 
and gender issues. The participants also talked about the social activities they engaged in 
with other classmates, citing a desire to understand the culture and language. 
After each participant shared their observations, they described the classes they 
took and the reasons behind taking each course. For the most part, they reported attending 
specific courses that followed interests they had not previously pursued as well as courses 
teaching subject matter that “challenged” them technically and philosophically. While 
discussing classes, the participants also described their interactions with their professors 
and peers. They felt they could approach professors as they wished to have discussions 
with them and ask for advice on a variety of topics. The participants also noted that if 
they did not agree with a professor, they could vocalize their differing opinion. 
Participants also felt comfortable voicing their opinion in the classroom among their 
peers. 
Following the description of their American MFA programs, the participants 
compared their experiences with the educational systems in their home country and in the 
United States. They explained the most important aspects of their journey in leading them 
to where they are now. The participants also shared their goals for the future, specifically 
regarding career advancements, living situations, and projects they would like to 
complete. Finally, they provided advice for other artists from their home countries 
regarding their own cross-cultural educational experiences. 
When the interviews were initially analyzed, answers that directly addressed the 
interview questions were highlighted and coded following the theoretical framework of 
Bandura’s (1997) self-agency and self-efficacy theory. This theory was used to analyze 
cross-cultural learning experiences and socio-psychological influences. Responses that 
did not address the questions directly were also examined and coded if participants 
placed emphasis on these responses (e.g., if participants offered up information on a 
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particular topic without being prompted and used specific words such as “important,” 
“this matters,” “this influenced me,” and “I felt…”). Any other responses were examined 
to fill in missing aspects of the participants’ personal stories. There were some 
participants that highlighted certain aspects of their home country or of their time in the 
United States more so than others. 
Influences on Artistic Pursuits 
When asked about their early artistic experiences, five of the eight participants 
indicated that familial support had been influential in their artistic development and 
decision to pursue a career in art. Two participants indicated that their families had 
supported them by exposing them to artistic environments at a young age. Two 
participants indicated that, while they did not have family members in artistic careers, 
their families had supported them emotionally. Such can be seen with XC and HQ, whose 
decisions to become artists were influenced by parents who supported their educational 
and professional goals. One participant, JW, indicated that his family had provided 
financial support while he completed his MFA in the United States. 
Motivation to Study in the United States 
At some point during their early careers as artists, each participant decided to go 
abroad to pursue an MFA degree for a variety of personal and professional reasons. 
Participants said they received advice from either fellow peers or professors who had 
previously studied abroad. In the case of HA, her parents wanted her to study abroad to 
further her future career as a professor. The participants said they originally looked at 
several of countries, such as England, Germany, France, as well as the United States. 
They chose to study in the United States because of possible language difficulties in other 
countries as well as knowing professors in their BFA programs who recommended their 
former institutions. For others, their decision was based on their own desire to go abroad, 
not the suggestions of others. They also thought they would be able to achieve their 
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academic goals at the institutions they chose. Specifically, participants chose their MFA 
programs for their locations and access to resources that included a variety of well-known 
artists, galleries, and museums. 
Professional Experiences Outside of the Academic Setting 
The participants discussed their professional experiences and the role those 
experiences played in establishing and expanding their careers. Seven of the eight 
participants shared their professional accomplishments in their home countries and in the 
United States. For example, prior to studying for her MFA in the United States, HQ 
owned a printmaking shop where she and her friends created commissioned works, 
taught classes, and offered studio space. Four of the eight participants (XC, BK, YK, HA) 
participated in residency programs in which they collaborated and networked with other 
artists. A fifth participant, JW, also participated in residency programs, but this was not 
shared during his interview (the information was retrieved from his online CV). Four of 
the eight participants (XC, YK, HA, JW) worked at and/or displayed their art in gallery 
exhibitions and art shows. The other four artists did not mention their gallery and art 
show experience during their interview, but still had exhibition experience according to 
their online CVs (HQ, WX, BK, SL). Four of the eight participants (BK, HA, JW, SL) 
mentioned that they had teaching experience, whether as an apprentice, teaching 
assistant, fine art teacher, or art professor. Two more artists, HQ and XC, had teaching 
experience as well, but this was not shared during their interviews (this information 
comes from their online CVs). Participants indicated that they had used these 
professional experiences to establish themselves as artists and advance their careers in 
their home countries and the United States. 
Shifting Art Practices 
Participants shared their views on the artwork they had created both in their home 
countries and the United States. All eight participants described their artistic practices as 
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having changed during their studies abroad. They mentioned changes in style choice, 
subject matter, artistic medium, and concepts. Two of the four South Korean participants 
reported style choice changes, while three out of four Chinese participants reported style 
changes. One of four South Korean participants reported a medium change, compared to 
three out of four Chinese participants who changed their medium. All eight participants 
reported changing subject matter in their works. All four Chinese participants reported 
changing their artistic concept, compared to three out of four South Korean participants 
who changed their concept. 
HA shared that her work prior to her American MFA consisted of figurative 
landscapes and still-life pieces, however, she produced more abstract paintings during her 
MFA in the United States. BK said that her art prior to her MFA was two-dimensional 
and part of a series of stainless-steel works, but that as she progressed through her MFA 
in the United States, her art evolved into three-dimensional installation pieces. YK 
produced installation and “conceptual” works along with his realist paintings during his 
studies in South Korea. However, while studying in the United States for his MFA 
degree, YK concentrated on realist paintings. JW was primarily interested in 
“conceptual” art at the beginning of his MFA program in the United States. Upon 
graduating, he shifted the focus of his work to racial and ethnic subject matter, producing 
paintings as well as “conceptual” pieces. SL produced “aesthetic” craft works and 
sculptures while completing his BFA in China. During his MFA studies in the United 
States, he started to produce “conceptual” and performance related works after taking 
courses in these areas (see Figures 30 and 31). WX previously created abstract paintings 
while studying art in China, but during his MFA in the United States, he focused on 
realist painting, incorporating “conceptual” pieces into his works. XC shared that her 
works were a socio-political commentary on everyday life in China, though she now 
incorporates sheet metal shaping into her current sculptural works that reflect her own 
life. HQ explained that her works were based on “aesthetics” in printmaking, but she 
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began to reflect on her experiences in transitioning from one culture to another and 
started producing darker, cyanotype works. 
Each participant discussed the situations and environments they perceived to be 
difficult while starting their MFA in the United States. They shared that these situations 
and environments were either culturally-based or academically-based difficulties. 
Participants mentioned learning a new language and culture and navigating friendships 
with their American peers as cultural challenges. For example, JW experienced racial 
discrimination during the first few semesters of his MFA program. Participants also 
discussed challenges in understanding social cues and situations due to language issues. 
Participants’ academic difficulties were based on challenges to their previous conceptions 
of a technique or group critique. For example, HA was taught to develop her own artistic 
voice and concept, in a way different from the work she had previously done in South 
Korea. 
Student-Professor Dynamics 
When asked about the nature of the relationships between themselves, their peers, 
and professors, all eight participants indicated that the dynamic between students and 
professors was different in their home countries and the United States. Five of the eight 
participants (SL, BK, WX, JW, HA) described the dynamics of the classes in their home 
countries as a “hierarchy.” SL described the “hierarchy” of teachers and students in his 
university in China, which was characterized by a lack of respect for students. He 
reported that “in China, although there were similar class size of art classes like 
American critique classes, teachers didn’t really respect the students. There was a 
‘hierarchy.’ The professor would just give a grade and that’s it. The teacher would watch 
you give a sketch and say whether it is good or not” (Interview with SL, 2018). JW 
echoed these views on respect, saying, “You have to respect everyone who is older than 
you, especially professors because they are a lot older than you and we have to respect 
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them a lot. In Korea I felt like I had to treat them like a CEO of the company” (Interview 
with JW, 2018). Other participants (BK, WX, HA) described the hierarchy as an uneven 
power dynamic in which “students are powerless ... [and] in no position to argue with the 
professors” (Interview with WX, 2018). YK described professors’ words as “like the 
Bible. And if I had a different opinion, then I had to question myself because everyone 
was sure that I was wrong” (Interview with YK, 2018). BK even described the potential 
academic or professional repercussions students face for not catering to professors’ 
desires: 
In Korea, there’s like a professor and the students, there’s a “hierarchy.” 
Professors wanted people to do something like not even about like studying. 
If they need help for example, if they need to move things and they asked me 
or my friends to just come over to their studio and then move their stuff to a 
new studio it feels like it’s kind of a weird situation because of the 
“hierarchy.” If you don’t want to do that, then it might affect your grades or 
something. (Interview with BK, 2018) 
Participant Perspectives on Critique Classes in Their Home Countries 
All eight participants indicated that group dialogue and interpretation during 
critique classes were the most significant cross-cultural experiences and differences 
between their home countries and the United States. An investigation of participants’ 
responses made it clear how participants were encouraged and guided for art critique with 
discussions by professors in their home countries and in the United States. Participants 
agreed that art critiques in South Korea and in China revolved around skills rather than 
their interpretations and reflections, and that art conversations rarely touched on personal 
elements. Participants also agreed that American critique classes were more engaging and 
interactive, as professors used a diverse range of questions and discussion prompts. 
When asked about their experiences with critique classes in their home countries, all 
four Chinese participants (HQ, XC, SL, WX) said they did not engage in critiques in 
Chinese universities. HQ shared, “There’s no critique. We don’t talk. We look at the work, 
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we look at the ‘aesthetics,’ we look at the techniques” (Interview with HQ, 2018). Even 
Chinese participants who had taken critique classes in China said they did not have 
discussions about their artwork in the same way they did during their MFA critiques in the 
United States. According to WX, “In class, because of class structure, there wasn’t much 
discussion. In China, it’s less about a person because we would never have conversations. 
They’d ask if anyone wanted to talk and if no one spoke then class would be over” 
(Interview with WX, 2018). SL thought that this lack of discussion was due to a lack of 
“critique culture.” He said that in his Chinese university, “the professor would just give a 
grade and that’s it. Critiques in China do not involve talking” (Interview with SL, 2018). 
South Korean students had similar experiences with a lack of constructive student 
critique. All four South Korean participants (HA, BK, YK, JW) indicated that student 
critiques were considered “unnecessary and unpleasant” and that the professor’s opinion 
was the only one that was valid, and even then only for “good grades and the positive 
results” (Interview with HA). YK shared that “a student’s opinion was not acceptable. I 
didn’t try sharing, but my classmates tried sharing their opinions. The professor became 
really red and it was like a punishment. The student was almost crying, and the professor 
was scolding them” (Interview with YK, 2018). 
Participant Perspectives on Critique Classes in the United States 
Each participant was asked to reflect on the moments they considered to be most 
important about their MFA experiences in the United States. Whether prompted through 
the interview questions or organically sharing these memories, each participant 
mentioned their critique experiences at some point. Participants detailed the positive and 
negative aspects of their critique experiences in their previous academic institutions in 
their home countries. However, when asked about the experience of critique classes in 
the United States, the majority (seven of eight) of participants were positive about the 
effects of their experiences on their artistic development. Several indicated a level of 
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surprise at the difference between critiques in their home countries and the United States 
and said that it “took the first few months to understand how things work” (Interview 
with SL, 2018). Four participants (SL, WX, HA, BK) expressed that American critiques 
were more engaging and participatory, which made them feel more comfortable 
expressing their opinions. Specifically, BK noted: 
Critiques are very intense here so the professors will study the art a lot 
and give their information in a new way and they give a lot of good advice 
during critiques. Even if sometimes it’s really intense where they just 
directly say something, there’s no drama. The professors invite people like 
artists, critics, or juries from outside of the school to class and then they just 
jump into our critiques to have foster a good environment so the students can 
participate it too. (Interview with BK, 2018) 
Three participants (HQ, YK, XC) felt that this more engaging style of critique 
encouraged them to think more deeply and critically about their art and “pushed [them] to 
a new body of work” (Interview with HQ). 
Summary 
During my interview with each artist, I sought to answer my main question: What 
do South Korean and Chinese artists in the United States regard as important about their 
experiences and the perceptions of these experiences that influenced their views of art 
and art education in both their home country and the United States? The data suggests 
that all participants found building respectful support in the classroom to be helpful in the 
development of their artistic voices. Each participant vocalized that the suggestions made 
by their peers and professors to improve their work aided them in developing their artistic 
voice. Each participant perceived that the growth in their work and artistic voice had 
increased during their MFA in the United States. These perceptions were based on the 
level of support they felt they had received over the course of their MFA program. 
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Growth perception was also based on the level of positive peer and professor experienced 
both in and outside of the classroom while residing in the United States. 
I described portraits of these journeys with a focus on the difference in the critical 
approaches in critique classes of higher education institutions between South 
Korea/China and the United States. For example, the differences experienced in peer 
learning and the way peers would help one another learn. I did observe some contrasts in 
what that journey looks like. The table below details the findings in the data that 
correspond with a particular research questions presented at the start of this dissertation. 
 
Table 6. Findings in Response to Research Questions 
Research Question Finding 
(Main 1) What factors do South Korean and 
Chinese visual artists in the United States 
report as important to their experience of 
studying in the United States?  
1. All artist-participants indicated that being able to 
build respectful support in classroom was helpful to 
create their own voices. 
 
(Main 2) How do South Korean and Chinese 
visual artists’ perceptions of these 
experiences influence their views of art and 
art education? 
2. All artist-participants described perceiving more 
artistic growth and voice development during their 
education programs in the United States. 
(Sub 1) What cross-cultural influences 
impact the South Korean and Chinese visual 
artists? How do their experiences in the 
United States overlap or differ? 
3. All artist-participants reported they needed 
diverse learning strategies to acquire the knowledge, 
definitions, and attitudes to advance their creating 
art and their careers. 
(Sub 2) How do the experiences of studying 
and living in the United States influence 
these artists’ perspectives of their prior art 
education? 
4. All artist-participants used their socio-cultural 
biases in favor of either the United States or their 
home country to describe their cross-cultural 
experiences.  
5. All artist-participants described the appreciation 
they had for the artistic freedom they experienced in 
the United States compared to their home countries 
that both facilitated and impeded the nurturing of 
their artistic voices and career growth.  
(Sub 3) How has their artwork changed over 
time? 
6. All artist-participants shared that their artwork 
changed overtime to reflect the diverse artforms and 
concepts that they were introduced to during their 
MFA programs in the United States. 
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In terms of cross-cultural experiences that impacted the participants the most, the 
acquisition of diverse learning strategies to increase their knowledge, definitions of art, 
and growth in their artistic attitudes were necessary in the creation of their art as well as 
for the advancement of their careers. Each artist said these areas were important 
motivators for pursuing MFA degrees in the United States. In this way, the participants’ 
responses were all similar, regardless of their country of origin. Another way in which the 
participants’ cross-cultural experiences overlapped was through their preferences for a 
student-centered coursework as opposed to a “hierarchical” structure. Participants 
preferred this type of program since it allowed them to freely explore alternative methods 
of artistic expression and technique that they had not been introduced to during their prior 
BFA and MFA studies. 
In some ways, I interpreted their stories as a journey because the research 
participants attributed the narrative quality of a journey as an important aspect of their 
pedagogical approach. The pedagogical approach to art education they encountered 
through different teaching styles and course curriculum was also important to all the 
participants. I also found that all the participants were wholehearted in the way they went 






In order to understand the participants’ perspectives surrounding their art and 
education, their experiences were categorized and explored through a variety of 
theoretical lenses. These theories include those of Bandura (1997), Kegan (1980), and 
Kim (2005), which highlight the internal and external mechanisms involved in the 
participants’ developmental experience. 
To explore the experiences of participants and better understand the theoretical 
lenses presented in this chapter, I have created a subcategory entitled How “I” Shifts 
When Crossing Borders. This section will delve into theoretical arguments that explain 
the internal mechanisms involved in identity formation for those moving to a new 
cultural environment. The first subtitle, How Does Identity React to Language and 
Culture?, discusses identity difficulties in a new cultural environment. Participants 
reflected on these aspects through the cultural lens they had formed in their home country 
(Kegan, 1980). The next section titled, Perceptions of Social Interactions—Are they 
Necessary for Growth? discusses the social interactions that participants often spoke of in 
the context of their meaning-making systems. 
The second subcategory, Reflections on Self-Growth: What Engages Meaning-
Making Systems?, discusses both the artistic and personal development of the participants 
in the context of their meaning-making systems. Under the first subtitle within this 
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category, Does the Academic Environment Impact the Self?, participants describe 
perceptions of their academic settings and what they believe to be aiding them in growth. 
Following this section, How Does Dialogue Function in the Classroom? details the 
interactions between participants, their peers, and their professors in both their home 
countries and in the United States. These categories and concepts seek to highlight what 
happens to the self as “I” comes to face new challenges and experiences. 
How “I” Shifts when Crossing Borders 
“I” is a term we use to indicate our place within the world around us. Who “I” is 
and how “I” is defined depends greatly on what its surroundings are and what influences 
it the most (Kim, 2005). As “I” encounters new challenges and environments, the 
influences and surroundings that define it start to change and “I” is forced to re-evaluate 
who it is. As Kim (2005) states, “I” is the identity that one lives by and navigates the 
world through. The ways in which our identities shift and are challenged depend greatly 
on the environment and situations that “I” finds itself in. Being a cross-cultural student 
provides an example of one of these situational and environmental challenges. (Kegan, 
1980). Who then experiences these shifts in self and how are these shifts experienced? In 
the context of cross-cultural experiences, it is the student who crosses borders that 
experiences the shifting “I.” As a student transitions into a new cultural context, they are 
forced to re-evaluate their sense of self and essential identity. Moreover, they are 
challenged to redefine the meaning-making systems they developed within the cultural 
context of their home country (Kegan, 1980). Entering a new cultural environment brings 
forth feelings of distress and may cause the person to regress in their understanding of the 
world around them. As Kegan shares, this means they view their new cultural 
environment in a stagnant, one-dimensional manner as they have yet to define their role 
within the new environment. As they gain the realization that they must redefine who 
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they are based on both their previous and current cultural environments, students learn to 
construct a new sense of self and a new system by which they can navigate the world 
around them (Kegan, 1980). These students are, in this case, the participants of this 
dissertation. The ways they understood and defined “I” prior to their cross-cultural 
experiences as well as the way “I” presents itself have been explored in the context of 
their educational, social, and cultural encounters as cross-cultural students in the United 
States. 
“I” is self-examined and self-determined by the individual (Kim, 2005). The 
cognitive processes involved in the way someone self-identifies is unique; however, one 
necessary step in evaluating “I” is self-reflection. Bandura (2001) defines self-reflection 
as a cognitive ability innate to human beings, allowing us to adequately examine and 
understand our own thought processes and actions at any given time. For a person to 
direct the future course of their actions toward a variety of situations, they first reflect on 
their thoughts and responses to a number of hypothetical external and internal reactions 
to a chosen action. This process of reflection allows one to understand how their shifting 
identity manifests itself in their thoughts and actions toward a variety of situations and 
environments (Kegan, 1980). Self-reflection aids the individual in evaluating how each 
experience will define the new “I” they are struggling to form. 
For the participants of this research, self-reflection served as a catalyst for 
understanding and evaluating the significance of how each cross-cultural experience 
would come to define who they were as artists and as cross-cultural students in a new 
environment (Phinney, 1996). The self-reflections surrounding significant experiences in 
both their home country and new environment are shared below in Table 7. The 
significant experiences shared were evaluated as being an aid or a hindrance, noted with 
(+) or (-), in the development of their identity as cross-cultural artists. 
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Table 7. Artist-Participants’ Reflections about their Home Countries and the 
United States 
 






(+) Access to professional 
opportunities, established career 
(-) Professor-focused, no critique, 
no creative freedom 
 
(+) Critique settings fostering growth, 
focus on self-concept development, 
student-focused 
(-) Cultural/language difficulties 
BK 
(+) Access to resources, 
technically focused 
(-) Lack of creative freedom, 
professor-focused, no critique 
culture 
 
(+) Allowed for creative development, 
peer/student-focused, critique 
emphasis, culturally diverse classes 
and environments 






(+) Close relationship with peers, 
focus on technique 
(-) Hierarchical nature of program, 
preferences in “conceptual” art, 
lack of critique culture 
 
(+) Artistic development is 
encouraged, critique culture is strong, 
strong professor-peer relationships 
(-) Preferences in “conceptual” art, 
culturally challenging 
JW 
(+) Collaborative opportunities 
with peers 
(-) Hierarchical nature of academic 
program, lack of critique and 
concept building 
 
(+) Diverse populations, networking 
opportunities, professor opportunities 






(+) Resources available, good 
relationships amongst professors 
(-) No critiques, no focus on 
individual development 
(+) Critique culture, being challenged 
on artistic voice, exposure to new 
methods of art 




(+) Student/professor relationships 
are like family, focused on 
technique 
(-) Art is limited in what is 
marketable 
(+) Critique culture, diverse peers and 
environments, focus on self-concept 
building 







(+) Resource availability, 
technique focused, art market is 
wide 
(-) Lack of a critique culture 
(+) Critique-focused, diverse classes 
and environments 
(-) Lack of technical skill building, art 




(+) Focus on technical skills and 
practices 
(-) Power structure differences, 
lack of artistic discussion 
 
(+) Focus on artistic growth and 
concept 
(-) Lack of focus or priority on skill 




As Mezirow (1991) states, evaluation of significant aspects in the participants’ 
previous and current environments provides a glimpse of what defined the participants’ 
identities in both cultures. These experiences present snapshots of how participants relate 
to others around them as well as how their environment shapes their understandings of 
who they are as artists. Further supporting this notion, Wiske (1998) states that it is 
through self-reflection on these significant experiences that participants are able to draw 
conclusions on what challenged and helped strengthen “I.” The participants reflected on 
how these experiences were processed and navigated and in turn made suggestions for 
future cross-cultural students to overcome the challenges they may face in their identity 
formation (see Table 8). 
 
Table 8. Suggestions of Participants for New Students Coming from Their Native 
Country 
 





Engage socially as much as possible to build relationships and understand 
the culture better, participate in critiques as much as possible despite a lack 
of English knowledge 
BK 
Learn to be present in the social culture in order to be more connected to 




YK If you want to build up your own concept and skills, study art in the United States 
JW 
Be active in critiques despite a lack of English skills, don’t let money be the 
reason you do not come 
Chinese 
Female 
HQ Learn as much as possible and take as many classes as possible, be active in class 
XC Be active in critiques and don’t be afraid of social interactions 
Chinese 
Male 
SL Let go of your past self in order to develop further here as an artist 
WX Learning English is important for active participation in critiques 
 
The suggestions made by the participants for future cross-cultural students resulted 
from their own reflections on what challenged their sense of self when they first entered 
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their new cultural environment. These suggestions were meant to help future students 
overcome stress and emotional regression when faced with challenges to their own 
identity (Kegan, 1980). The challenges participants faced surrounded language and 
cultural differences. These differences, while expected, were ones that caused 
participants to doubt their previous understanding of “I.” As Erikson (1968) suggests, 
when an individual’s identity is in conflict with the identity of a main group, it is up to 
the individual to merge and find himself/herself within their new environment. Therefore, 
it was through these challenges that participants were motivated to either strictly stay 
with “I” or learn to shift their understanding of who “I” would become.  
How Does Identity React to Language and Culture? 
The identity that an individual defines himself/herself by is challenged by a variety 
of external and internal forces (Kim, 2005). An internal force is one that an individual 
confronts within their own mind. Internal forces tend to challenge one’s voice, internal 
dialogue, and motivation. External forces come from outside an individual but may still 
cause internal reactions. FlorCruz (2013) posits that these external forces include social 
situations such as the way a class is held, the academic requirements that need to be met 
by the student, and communication skills. Internal reactions to external forces include 
stress, feelings of displacement, isolation, and loneliness (Chu, 2004; Liu et al., 2014). 
Both internal and external forces, were experienced by the participants. Through self-
reflection, participants were able to identify how they were able to navigate and 
contemplate their identity (Liu et al., 2016; Luo, 2013). In line with Kim’s (2005) 
research, identity in the context of the participants’ cross-cultural experiences was 
challenged by the language and culture that surrounded them from the time they first 
arrived in the United States, up until more recent experiences as established MFA 
graduates. Why though, do these concepts challenge identity? 
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For the most part, identity is rooted in the culture an individual uses to define him 
or herself (Kim, 2005). Culture is not only external, but also internal, as it is experienced 
through reflection and contemplation. Both Kegan (1980) and Kim (2005) agree that if an 
individual moves from the source of their identity, in this case culture, then they are 
forced to evaluate their role in the new environment. Changes in environment and culture 
can often cause a person to feel stressed and alone (Hechanova-Alampay, Beehr, 
Christansen, & Van Horn 2002; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004). The 
participants were not only in the process of transitioning their art, but they also needed to 
transition out of and relearn who they were as artists in a new country (Daichendt, 2010; 
Hickman, 2005; Kegan, 1980; Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Finding a balance 
between preserving their cultural identity and implementing a new culture is a process 
that needs support, as it can become challenging for an individual to go through the 
process of re-evaluation alone (Alba, 1990; Kim, 2007; Phinney et al., 2001; Yinger, 
1986). As a smaller group among a competitive market, these artists can feel lost 
(Daichendt, 2010; Hickman, 2005; Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Table 9 below 
details the reactions of the individuals in this study when faced with cultural difficulties 
and the responses they had to these difficulties. 
Identity is challenged when an individual feels unsure where they fit culturally. 
According to both Kegan (1982) and Kim (2005), if an individual feels they are lost in 
between the culture of their home country and the culture of their new environment, they 
are left to evaluate the emotions involved in their cultural identity transition. For South 
Korean male participant YK, moving to the United States for his MFA meant feeling 
distant from his home country the longer he stayed abroad. The negative effects of these 
feelings of alienation and isolation can lead to emotional hardships and stress 
(Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Andrade, 2006; Kegan, 1980). If these emotions last for a 
long period of time, they can develop into more serious issues, such as depression and 
anxiety (Hechanova-Alampay et.al, 2002; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Popadiuk & Arthur, 
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Table 9. Artist-Participants’ Various Angles on Cultural Difficulties 




HA Stress over cultural and language barriers 
Using art as a diary to convey stress 
and emotions. 
BK Feeling displaced and isolated in a new environment. 
Used “conceptual” art to describe the 




YK Social and cultural alienation and loneliness. 
Perseverance through isolation and 
cultural stress. Focused on the 
progression of his career. 
JW 
Fear of removal from American 
MFA/feelings of cultural distance 
from home country. 
Using trials as learning tool for his 
students and art. 
Chinese 
Female 
HQ Feeling stuck and isolated while being between two cultures. 
Used art to reflect her cultural journey 
from one country to another. 
XC Stressful atmosphere in her academic environment. 
Sought out positive social experiences 





Stress in finding a place in the art 
market in America as a Chinese 
artist 
Focus on building connections to 
move career over to China. 
WX 
Stress from stereotypes 
experienced in his MFA and in the 
art world 
Continued to pursue the art he liked 
best. 
 
2004). Bandura (1989) shares that physiological and emotional state changes are 
demonstrated by the emotional arousal a learner experiences and the manner in which 
they identify that arousal. Feltz and Riessinger (1990) build on this idea, stating that this 
ambiguous area often leaves artists feeling stressed and unsure about where they should 
go to evaluate and display these stressors. However, some artists use this stress as 
inspiration for their work. For female South Korean participant HA, the transition 
between her home country and the United States is reflected through the abstract nature 
of her work. HA’s work became a diary of sorts for the emotions and stress she felt from 





Figure 37. HA shared her work as a diary during the interview, 2018 
 
According to researchers (Burnett & Gardner, 2006; Ghosh & Wang, 2003; Kegan, 
1980), a cultural difficulty that international students face is finding their place as artists 
from another country living in a new environment. Part of this difficulty is adapting to 
new surroundings. When participants think of culture and their cultural surroundings, 
their thoughts about their role in society may be reflected within their own art. Their 
navigation of the cultural world around them may also be a means to express their 
thoughts and feelings. Sfard and Prusak (2005) state that identity, specifically the way in 
which an individual perceives their identity to be altered or misunderstood, impacts the 
individual’s judgment and behavior toward how they self-identify. In the context of 
artists, Kegan (1980) shares that artists who find themselves in a new cultural 
environment must learn to redevelop their socio-cultural identity. Depending on the 
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individual, the manner in which they evaluate their role and place within the culture of 
their home country as well as the culture of their new environment may manifest itself in 
a variety of different forms, including the creation of art (Kegan, 1980; Kim, 2005). 
Researchers in the field of art education, such as Eisner (2008), Flora (2007), and 
Renter (2014), say that art calls on individuals to reflect upon their identity within the 
context of a particular setting. One example of this kind of reflection is the BK’s artwork 
from her MFA program in the United States. She created a “conceptual” piece in which 
she navigated New York City as a small “room” made of doors (see Figure 38). She said 
the purpose of the doors was to allow herself to enter and withdraw from the surrounding 
culture whenever she wanted. She also created a series of miniature passports to sell in 




Figure 38. Through the Crack, Video, 4min. 58sec., 2015, BK 
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Figure 39). BK’s art served as a physical representation of her feelings of being within 
two distinct cultures as opposed to feeling like she was mixing the cultures through her 




Figure 39. World’s Passports, Silkscreen on paper, Vending machine, Each 4”x5” size 
of passport, 2016, BK 
 
Language, whether hearing, processing, or reproducing it, requires concentration 
and motivation. As Henry and Constantino (2015) point out, it can be mentally and 
emotionally taxing to produce and process language that is not fully understood. The 
level at which individuals feels challenged by language depends on who the individual is; 
however, the identity of an individual is challenged by language when they cannot 
verbalize who “I” is or how they feel about “I” (Kegan, 1982). For the participants, not 
having the language necessary to communicate who they were and how they felt about a 
variety of situations provided an added layer of stress to their already challenged sense of 
self. Participants had not previously come from an English-speaking background, 
speaking Korean or Chinese exclusively while in their home countries. When participants 
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entered their new cultural environment in the United States, the manner in which they 
previously expressed who they were and how they felt was suddenly not necessarily 
applicable (Kim, 2005). Similar to the findings in Zapf’s (1991) research, participants felt 
mentally and emotionally restricted when they could not find the words necessary to 
express themselves, despite being encouraged to push through language barriers and 
communicate with their limited vocabulary. 
While English vocabulary was difficult, learning to understand cultural references 
and language nuances was also challenging (Chu, 2004; FlorCruz, 2013; Liu et al., 2014, 
2016; Luo, 2013). Chinese participant XC shared that the most difficult aspect of 
communication for her was learning how to use an “English mindset” versus 
communicating with a “Chinese mindset” when explaining her art to others (Interview 
with XC, 2018). The mental processing required to express herself in each cultural and 
linguistic context was different, making it challenging for XC to fully explain how her 
identity presented itself within her art. 
As Kao (1987) states, the challenges that occur with language are not exclusive to 
social settings; they also are also found in academic settings, challenging the individual’s 
sense of identity as a student. Communication within a classroom, specifically 
interactions between peers and educators, is important in the context of learning from the 
advice and experience of another (Xanthoudaki, Tickle, & Sekules, 2003). Hein (1998) 
echoes this concept, stating that these interactions allow students and educators to 
understand each other’s backgrounds as well as their reactions to the artwork they share 
in their classrooms. This study’s participants understood this to be the case, sharing that 
they became aware of their own language barriers when they observed that interaction 
among peers and educators was important to further their own artwork (Kao, 1987). 
Participants, who already felt challenges to their sense of self, also saw that the role they 
played as a student in the classroom would be challenged if they could not communicate 
in the same manner as their fellow classmates. Durkin (2011) and Wu (2015) both echo 
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the notion that a language barrier challenges the participant’s sense of self when they try 
to fulfill their role as an active member of the class and develop their English language 
skills. 
Taking agency over language learning is motivated by a desire to obtain something 
with the aid of the language (Chowdhury & Shahabuddin, 2007). For certain participants, 
e.g., SL and WX, language learning was difficult, but necessary for the acquisition of 
resources, such as connections to certain galleries or individuals. When HA took creative 
risks by using her work as a non-verbal diary, the feedback she would receive for her 
newer works encouraged her to continue pursuing this style expression. The benefit of 
this change came in the form of being recognized as an artist by a gallery. This 
corresponds with the findings of Chowdhury and Shahabuddin (2007) because the 
confidence she gained from seeing results of this change led to an increase in her self-
efficacy and motivation. Identity, as Kettle (2005) suggests, is impacted by this 
motivation to engage in self-growth, when an individual decides to be a “change-agent” 
in their new environment and challenge the difficulties that come with linguistic stress in 
order to achieve a desired outcome. Despite the challenges that language initially 
brought, participants felt it motivated them to interact more with their peers and actively 
seek out advice and new artistic methods. Table 10 below details the key language 
challenges faced by each participant during their time in the United States as well as their 
responses to these challenges. 
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Table 10. Artist-Participants’ Language Challenges and Responses  





Difficulty in communicating 
her thoughts and feelings in 
English. Struggled with the 
culture change. 
Practiced speaking English with 
classmates and peers outside of the 
classroom and used her art as a means 




Communicating her ideas in 
English as well as 
understanding the cultural 
references.  
Pushed through the initial stress and 
tried her best to communicate and 




YK Challenge in communicating difficulties he encountered.  Worked on practicing English.  
JW Discrimination for being Asian and not speaking English. 
Focused his current art and teaching 
material around highlighting ethnic 




Writing/expressing her thoughts 
and statements in English were 
hard. 
Asked for help/needed to grow in 
practicing her English skills. 
XC 
Using an American/English 
mindset vs. her Chinese one 
caused her mental strain. 
Took in questions asked by peers in 
order to clarify what she needed to 




Communicating research and 
translating work to English was 
difficult. 
Organized a Chinese discussion 
group to discuss art in Chinese 
instead of English. 
WX Found English to be challenging to learn. 
Initiated conversations with others to 
overcome the language barrier. 
 
While language and culture initially present themselves as challenges to identity 
(Chu, 2004; FlorCruz, 2013; Kim, 2005; Liu et al., 2014, 2016; Luo, 2013), they can 
ultimately be used as motivation to develop an individual’s skill set and sense of self. 
Mirroring the results of Wu’s (2015) research, when participants reflected on the role 
they wanted to play as students and artists in their new environment, they were able to 
motivate themselves to take control of the challenges that language and culture brought 
them and utilize them in a more constructive manner. 
  
128 
Perceptions of Social Interactions: Are They Necessary for Growth? 
When individuals begin to make meaning of their surroundings and their own 
identity, they do so in relation to how they are distinguished from other individuals 
(Kegan, 1980). According to both Kegan (1982) and Perry (1970), a person can do this 
by observing the role they play in a given environment compared to another who plays a 
similar role in the same environment. For the participants of this dissertation, this role is 
one of a student in the art classroom setting. Leichter (1975) and Xanthoudaki et al. 
(2003) agree that the role a student plays in the art classroom is an active one, where the 
student becomes a contributor to a continuous dialogue between professors and students. 
As participants reflected on how this active role served to shape their identity, they 
concluded that the interactions they experienced in their role as a student were a required 
aspect to complete or fulfill their identity as a student. 
To the participants, social interactions were culturally required in order to succeed 
in understanding and navigating their American environment (Bhabha, 1994; Kegan, 
1980). While participants noted that they felt social interactions to be crucial to an 
academic environment, no participant shared specifically where they gained the 
understanding that certain social interactions are culturally required among Americans. 
What participants did share was their own motivations to build social connections inside 
and outside of the classroom. These interactions provided important opportunities to 
shape their understandings of who they were in their new cultural environment, allowing 
them to develop their own artistic creativity and voice (Leung & Chiu, 2010). Though 
they initially viewed these interactions as challenges, my participants, similar to those in 
Wu’s (2015) study, increased their social interactions, specifically in a critique context, 
realizing that they would be beneficial to the development of their own critical thinking 
and artistic reflection. According to Barrett (2000), such interactions allow an individual 
to understand what others see in their work and subsequently apply those insights to 
future work. These social interactions within the classroom context may be harder for 
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cross-cultural students to engage in, which is why Gardner (1983) and Ohta (1996) say 
social interaction and reflection outside the classroom context allows students to develop 
their communication skills and build confidence. 
The pursuit of social interactions was challenged by the boundaries that 
participants felt between international and American students. These findings were in line 
with the research of Gieve and Clark (2005), Ryan (2011), and Wu (2015), since 
participants felt aware of their status as international students among native students. 
Specifically, some participants felt drawn to their own cultural group or other 
international students as opposed to American students when they perceived the 
American students as unable to understand them. This experience is found in the research 
of both Bartlett and Fischer (2011) and Yan and Berliner (2009), who found that East 
Asian students perceived American students as not being “warm” and not providing the 
“friendship quality” the international students desired. While these perceptions were held 
by participants, they did not allow them to dictate whether they would fully engage in 
social interactions. Rather, following Kegan’s (1980) model of meaning-making systems, 
participants challenged their own perceptions by prioritizing the fulfillment of their role 
as students above their preconceived notions of American students in their environment. 
Reflections on Self-Growth: What Engages Meaning-Making Systems? 
Meaning-making systems are systems held within the individual. These systems 
aid in processing who they are and how their identity plays a role in navigating a certain 
situation (Kegan, 1980). Meaning-making systems can be utilized in a wide range of 
situations; however, the participants in this study found themselves making meaning of 
their own role as students and artists in their new cultural and academic environment. 
While Kegan’s research focuses on meaning-making systems in the context of identity 
formation, these meaning-making systems are engaged by external sources and involve 
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deeper evaluations alongside self-reflection in order to guide the individual’s identity. For 
example, participants first made meaning of their student role, more specifically, what it 
meant to be a student in their new academic environment. 
Each participant came from an art education background in either South Korea or 
China where the focus is placed on the perfection of skills through direct instruction from 
professors (Kim & Kang, 2003; Wang, 2015). The skill-based learning structure of the 
BFA and MFA programs that the participants previously attended did not emphasize or 
provide students with opportunities to explore diverse art themes (Wang, 2015). Skill-
based learning is defined as developing technical skills through an intense practice of 
painting and drawing classical images such as Greek and Roman sculptures (Durkin, 
2011; Rhee, 2013; Wang, 2015; Yue, 2009; Zhong, 2013). In their previous academic 
context, participants’ meaning-making systems were focused on the techniques and 
aesthetics of art that defined their identity as student artists. Following Kegan’s (1980) 
argument, learning to develop their art and artistic voice in an environment different from 
what they grew up in was done by making meaning of the various academic settings and 
situations in the MFA programs they were beginning to navigate. 
An important aspect of meaning-making systems is that individuals engaging in 
them must be motivated to process and actively pursue solutions through the challenges 
that arise from re-forming their identity in their new environment (Kegan, 1982). When 
examining challenges through the context of meaning-making systems, Knefelkamp 
(1976) argues that motivation to overcome challenges, as well as motivation to grow, 
comes from mastering these experiences. The table below details the challenges each 
participant faced in their motivation to become an artist, as well as the way in which they 






Table 11. Self-Determination (Motivation in Becoming an Artist and Creating Artwork) 





Lack of focus on developing her 
own voice and artistic concept, 
cultural challenges during 
American MFA 
Incorporated the suggestions of 
professors and peers, used art as a form 
of expression of feelings, abstract works 
used as diary for challenges  
BK 
Methods in which art could be 
done were strict, cultural 
challenges 
Pursued a variety of new artistic methods 
to work through, pushed herself to 






Lack of support for his artistic 
choices 
Took advice from his professor, kept 
pursuing realist art despite what others 
said he should do 
JW 
Perceived discrimination, 
challenges to his development of 
his conceptual framework 
Fought with department to continue to 
approach his academic career in the way 
that he wanted to, developed artwork to 




Lack of artistic development, 
stress from cultural change 
Pursuing an MFA in the U.S., changing 
the nature of her work to reflect her 
challenges and feelings about moving to 
the U.S. 
XC 
Desired artistic growth and 
concept development 
Exploration of different artistic mediums 




Philosophical development of self-
concept 
Pursued a variety of classes and artistic 
methods to form his own definition of art 
WX 
Lack of feedback on his 
“conceptual” work, negative 
assumptions of his realist work 
Pursued a degree where active critique 
would be at the center of his academic 
career, continued to develop realist work 
outside of the biases of his professors 
 
The answers the participants sought in reaction to the challenges they faced to their 
artistic identity were ones found in the structure of the new academic environment, as 
they also developed their personal identity in their new cultural environment (Ryan, 
2011). When participants felt stuck in the development of their voice as an artist, the 
development of their identities were also challenged and developed (Arkoudis & Tran, 
2007). Active engagement in the academic environment of the participants was 
something they made meaning out of, but what specific aspects of their academic 
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environment served as more significant forces in this meaning-making process? 
According to the participants, their classes, connections with their peers and professors, 
as well as the critique environment provided inspiration toward the development of their 
artistic self. 
Does the Academic Environment Impact the Self? 
Many researchers agree that academic environments present a wide range of 
opportunities that can shape the learning and personal development of a student (Greene, 
2001; Janis, 1971; Leichter, 1975). As Musallam (2013) shares, insightful ideas on 
fostering interaction and student growth in the classroom are brought forth by the teacher, 
influencing students to be agents in their own ability to learn and understand material. In 
the context of art education, the contributions brought to the classroom by both teachers 
and students are valuable in adding to the collective understanding of art (Burnham, 
1994). The learning, understanding, and mutual exchange of ideas are what participants 
shared to be significant influences on their meaning-making of the academic world 
around them as well as their own identity as students and artists (Kegan, 1980). 
The initial introduction participants had to meaning-making opportunities in their 
academic setting was through the variety of courses that they were exposed to during 
their MFA programs (Kegan, 1980). Freedom to explore and contemplate diverse 
opportunities in the academic setting is what research shows to be most beneficial in the 
development of the student artist. Greene (2001) argues for this concept of freedom, 
sharing that free decision and vision allow the student to develop and express their voice. 
Similarly, Musallam (2013) argues that when a student has the freedom to explore and 
embrace their own reflections, experiences, and new opportunities, they are also able to 
further their development. In the context of this dissertation, freedom and exploration 
were provided for the participants, who previously had not experienced these things. For 
example, WX shared that during his MFA in the United States, he valued the wide 
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variety of “conceptual” and critique-based classes he could participate in to expand his 
knowledge. The freedom to explore a variety of different artistic and technical concepts, 
as Hubard (2011) suggests, aided the participants in forming deeper understandings of the 
concepts they chose to follow. 
One aspect of meaning-making that occurred in the participants’ classes was 
coming to understand the way their artwork would develop over the course of their MFA 
(Eisner, 2002; Kegan, 1980). Lowenfeld and Brittain (1987) suggest that the aesthetic 
taste and appreciation one develops through art forms the experiences the individual has 
with art. For the participants, this development had not previously been understood or 
conceptualized, as they, in their own words, had not been provided such opportunities to 
develop. However, when participants reflected on the key moments and factors that 
pushed them to where they are today, the opportunity to discover themselves through 
performance, technical, and “conceptual” classes was said to be very important. Bandura 
(1997) argues that the changes that occur for students in these classroom contexts are 
most affected by actual performances and through mastery experiences. According to 
Bandura, in order to develop a resilient sense of self-efficacy, a person, in this case a 
student, must have experiences where they overcome difficulties through perseverance 
and dedication. The successful mastery of these experiences raises an individual’s belief 
in their ability to master a specific task or overcome a situation with a sense of 
confidence when they encounter it again in the future. 
During the interviews, participants shared that a large portion of their artistic 
mastery occurred during the transition from one artistic style to another. Mirroring the 
findings of Bandura’s (1997) research, each participant felt their own artistic transition 
was integral to their development and motivation to succeed as artists in their new 
environment. For many of the participants, the artistic transition came in reaction to being 
introduced to a wide variety of newer, abstract artistic movements (Yue, 2009). For 
others, as mentioned by researchers Lowenfeld and Brittain (1987), the growth in their 
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artistic practice reflected a desire to further develop a method to which they connected 
most. Participants sought to develop their art through taking new classes, interacting with 
American and international artists, implementing suggestions made during critiques, and 
intensively studying suggested and favored techniques or theories. Bandura (1997) 
suggests that besides building self-belief and confidence, the artistic mastery experiences 
ultimately assist the artists in developing their goals. The table below summarizes their 
life experiences prior to coming to the United States for their MFA as well as the 
moments in the United States that stood out to them the most. 
 
Table 12. Brief Summary of Highlighted Artist-Participants’ Artistic Experiences 





Taught fine art classes, created 
figurative landscape works, 
completed both a BFA and an 
MFA.  
Created abstract minimalist works as 
a form of self-expression and therapy 
BK 
Completed two-dimensional steel-
cut works, followed the Korean art 
market trend. 
Made three-dimensional installation 





Completed “conceptual” drawing 
and installation works and realist 
oil paintings during his studying 
art in South Korea. 
Present-focused realist oil painting  
JW 
Drawing and painting in 
traditional methods, introduced 
“conceptual” art into his portfolio 
in college. 
“Conceptual” art and paintings 




Table 12 (continued) 
 




Colorful silk screen prints 
following Chinese “aesthetic” 
preferences.  
Cyanotype works that were darker to 
reflect her cultural transition from 
China to the U.S. 
XC 
Initially started with traditional 
Chinese painting and calligraphy 
as well as socio-political 
paintings. 
Focused on architectural work that 
focused on the human condition, 





Completed craft pieces and 
sculpture following Chinese 
“aesthetic” preferences.  
Focused on “conceptual” and video 
performance art as well as installation 
pieces.  
WX 
Expressionist and abstract 
painting during his studying art in 
China 
Focused on alternative realist 
painting  
 
The purpose of art in the diverse classes was to “move away from reverence for 
textbook ideals and toward a flexibility, changeability, evolution, and (ultimately) an 
appreciation” (Kent & Nikitin, 2011, p. 17). The academic environment from which the 
participants came from did not offer these opportunities, nor did it prioritize the student’s 
voice in the discussion of art. This can be understood through research conducted by Wu 
(2015), who found that within the classroom, international students of Asian backgrounds 
did not like group discussions, sharing that they feared what others would say about them 
if they provided an incorrect answer or said something “stupid.” Similarly, my 
participants felt this struggle when initially navigating the critique classroom setting, but 
professors in their MFA programs offered opportunities for students to have a say in the 
classroom. Arguments surrounding meaning-making in a classroom setting suggest that it 
is the relationships that occur in the classroom that influence students and aid them in 
navigating their own ideas. 
Eisner (1979) suggests that it is these interactions, or “professional friendships,” 
that aid in the building of mutual understanding between colleagues as well as allow for 
connection across multiple disciplines. Falk and Dierking (2000) add that interactive 
  
136 
classroom settings facilitate stronger, more fluid conversations. Kropf and Wolins (1989) 
further state that these dialogues play a significant role in the exploration of art for these 
students. In the case of my participants, to facilitate an interactive exploration through art, 
educators asked guiding questions that helped participants explore the artwork. The 
professors would frequently reaffirm participants’ ideas by repeating their comments for 
group dialogue and interpretation. By encouraging participation and multiple 
perspectives, educators allowed the participants’ interpretations to play a significant role 
in each of the discussions. These pedagogical methods effectively facilitated interactive 
dialogue and engagement with the artwork (Falk & Dierking, 2000). 
While Falk and Dierking (2000) have shown that it is through an active dialogue, 
interpretations can be taught as well as understood, participants voiced that prior to their 
MFA in the United States, they only engaged in more passive discussions. Hubard (2011) 
states that a passive or ineffective class is one in which a professor is emotionally and 
mentally absent; there is no active participation from students, students copy notes rather 
than observe and ask questions, and they are not provided feedback on the works they 
present. Passive classes hinder the possibility of vicarious experiences because, as 
Bandura (1997) states, if a student is not receiving feedback on their work through the 
lens of a peer or professor, they alone must try to determine whether they are improving 
(Reynolds, 1992; Swanson, 1990). In contrast, Armstrong (2000) shares that an active 
class in which opinions and lessons are shared can serve as a vicarious experience 
because the opinions a peer shares with the artist is based on what they see and 
experience. The artist has the ability to see and understand their art through the lens of 
another person rather than through their own experience in creating the art. Furthermore, 
Schachinger and Taylor (2000) share that it is through a more reflective and interactive 
dialogue that cross-cultural students can be supported in the shaping of their new artistic 
and personal identity. This kind of environment aided this study’s participants in feeling 
safe to explore their identities and voice within the classroom. 
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The exchange of knowledge passed between students and professors through 
conversations is what Leichter (1975) says gives rise to learning opportunities for both 
parties. In the same manner, participants shared that advice and practical knowledge 
exchanged among them and their professors made them feel that they were equals in their 
interactions. As Lowenfeld and Brittain (1987) suggest, the guidance and emotional 
support given to participants on behalf of their teachers provided them with the ability to 
develop their perceptions and thoughts regarding their art without feeling they would be 
judged or criticized harshly. For example, YK stated that he could bring his work to a 
professor in a different department in his MFA program to gain an objective opinion on 
the direction of his realist paintings. The professor put time and effort into understanding 
his work and pushed him in the direction he needed to go. 
As stated earlier, the guidance an instructor provides for a student can be found 
through vicarious experiences. For participants, direction was found through the vicarious 
experience of a critique, as it provided opportunities for the participants to see their own 
work in the eyes of others and, as Barrett (2000) states, “continue on their own” with 
those perspectives. The perspectives of classmates and professors would provide fresh 
opinions and suggestions to assist in the development of each participant’s artistic voice 
(Armstrong, 2000). Chinese male participant WX explained that in the critique system, 
students listen to each other to see where they found their research to support a given 
work. He shared that the critique experience was an important learning tool because it 
taught him to take in the opinions of others as well as offer his own perspective (Janis, 
1982). When examining vicarious experiences through the lens of identity formation, 
what would be the meaning-making systems present during the critique exchange? Kegan 
(1982) states that these systems make meaning of the internal and external forces in the 
world that give meaning to the individual’s own behavior. Participants were able to 
understand the meaning of their work in the eyes of other artists and learned to synthesize 
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these interpretations to understand how “I” was viewed and interpreted through others 
and not just through their own cognitive processes (Kegan, 1982). 
How Does Dialogue Function in the Classroom? 
According to Greene (2001), encouraging students to engage with artwork is 
significant for teachers in order to consider “a balance between helping them to pay 
attention to shapes, patterns, sounds, rhythms, figures of speech, contours, lines, and so 
on and [free] them to perceive particular works as meaningful” (p. 63). In this context, art 
teachers can motivate learners to examine various aspects of artwork and educators can 
provide students through a safe space for expression. Students understand when they are 
provided a space to engage with and appreciate art. This understanding is based on 
factors such as the types of interactions students have with their peers and professors 
within these spaces. The level to which a student’s meaning-making systems are engaged, 
however, can be determined by the level in which they are allowed to interact in their 
environment (Kegan, 1980). If a student is not provided the academic environment to 
interact actively with instructors and peers, then their meaning-making systems have 
nothing with which to engage (Kegan, 1982). For participants, the meaning-making 
systems involved in the context of their previous academic settings saw instructors and 
professors as the sole source of information and processing, as this was the only 
academic environment they had been a part of prior to their MFA. Because of this 
perception, when participants reflected on their past experiences, they viewed interactions 
as one-sided events that centered around their professor. 
In line with Chiu and Kwan (2010), Leung and Morris (2010), and Leung et al. 
(2008), the interactions the participants experienced involving “hierarchy” and “power” 
were based on the culture they we raised in. HA explained that in South Korea students 
are not used to voicing their own opinions in public that much because they recognize 
that teachers and professors have a conservative mindset due to the learning-centered, 
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hierarchical system they work in (Alexander, 2001; Sohn & Wang, 2006). Although 
professors would try to encourage HA and her classmates to be more active, the students 
could not because they had not adjusted to voicing their own opinions. Table 13 below 
shows the dynamics that participants described between teacher, peer, and visiting artist 
interactions in their home countries. These categories were chosen to clarify the nuances 
in responses to the question: “What was the peer and teacher relationship like in the U.S. 
compared to your home country?” 
 
Table 13. Affinities and Impetus (Interactions during Critique Classes in Home Country) 





Followed the style preferences of 
her professor in her work, gained 
gallery and teaching experiences 
from mentoring professor, did not 
voice her opinions to professor 
Did not share opinions in critiques, 
preferred listening to professors as 
opposed to other students’ thoughts, 
followed the professors’ art 
preferences 
BK 
Would not question the professor, 
complied with all requests 
Apologetic if their criticisms were 





Short critiques with students 
Sometimes the comments were: 
“Hey, are you done? Need any 
help? No? Okay. See you next 
week.” Nobody complained 
because it was just there.  
They never said what they liked in 
the painting or what they didn’t 
like. Here I could hear their 
comments, but professors didn’t 
really give me comments. They 
just asked me, “what is the 
meaning, why, why, why?” I think 
I spent so much time finding the 
answer to “why.” 
“There was kind of a fear. A 
student’s opinion was not acceptable. 
I didn’t try sharing, but my 
classmates tried sharing their 
opinions. The professor became 
really red and it was like a 
punishment. The student was almost 
crying and the professor was 




Utilized the word, “hierarchy” 
when speaking about professors 
Did not comment on works and did 
not ask questions 
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Table 14 (continued) 
 




Willing to take liberties with 
institutional or cultural rules based 
on personal/professional beliefs; 
limitations in what can be offered 
to students in terms of concept 
development: 
“Professors and students in China 
are much more bonded together 
than here in the United States. So 
here, it’s more like you take the 
class and you go. In China, you 
follow one person and are one 
family in the studio.” 
Lack of communication, focus on 
technique through observation: 
“Technical things are things you 
don’t share with your peers in China. 
Every artist has their own special 
techniques that they won’t share with 
you.” 
XC 
Taught students about traditional 
painting, did not give feedback in 
critique classes, relationships were 
more like family 
Did not actively participate or give 




Famous professors were in 
teaching positions, required 
student adherence to their 
preferred style: 
“The critique in my senior year 
wasn’t really a good critique 
because it was just a high ranked 
professor sharing their own views 
on your work. Critiques in China 
do not involve talking.” 
Observed and discussed art practices 
mostly 
WX 
Did not provide commentary if the 
work did not follow the preference 
of the professors 
Following professor preferences 
 
The meaning-making systems that participants spoke of regarding interaction and 
active dialogue, in certain contexts, were present in different aspects of their previous 
academic systems despite using generalized words such as “hierarchy” and “power 
balance.” Participants XC, SL, and HQ, found the peer/professor relationships in their 
previous academic institutions to be advantageous because it meant that had social 
support and collaborative opportunities at hand. They identified that this support was 
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through a family dynamic that their institutions had instated, where a lead professor 
would guide students in their practice and foster a family environment among them all 
(Interviews with HQ and XC, 2018). Family dynamics and support are a large part of 
what helped develop HQ’s work, beginning with her studies in China. HQ revealed that it 
was the open-mindedness and unbiased nature of her studio professor that allowed her to 
explore other areas outside of her current major. HQ explained that the professor would 
encourage his students to discover different ways of expressing themselves such as 
experimenting with animation (see Figures 28 and 29). As Greene (1988) points out, the 
freedom a professor grants his students allows them to increase their confidence and 
ability to find their own artistic voice. 
According to Brookfield and Preskill (1999), fostering an environment where 
students can share diverse interpretations of art and hold interactive discussions allows 
them to become equal participants in acquiring knowledge. One aspect of the interactions 
that participants had experienced with their professors was Bandura’s (2001) concept of 
“verbal persuasion”. Bandura states that “verbal persuasion” means that an individual 
receives suggestions, directions, and feedback that push them in a certain direction. My 
participants expected rational, unbiased verbal persuasion instead of a one-way criticism 
dynamic when discussing their work. In the eyes of my participants, “verbal persuasion” 
is meant to be unbiased and directed toward the student in an effort to help them grow as 
artists. Whether the critique is positive or negative, the purpose of the persuasion is to 
challenge the artist (Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 1992; Robbins et al., 2004). 
Bandura (2001) shares that verbal persuasion may also be used to help direct a 
student to a new experience that would be beneficial to their academic and professional 
career. Students may be looking to grow in one way and a professor can suggest 
something they believe will be more beneficial for the student. The professors’ 
persuasion can aid in developing the artist’s identity further without imposing a label or 
the professor’s own identity onto the student (Kegan, 1982). For example, Chinese 
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female participant XC came to study in America because her professor had suggested it 
to her. When she started studying in the United States, an American professor in her 
metal workshop also used verbal persuasion to introduce a new method of making art, 
one that has now become a main part of her current works (see Figure 33). XC’s own 
self-efficacy as well as her meaning-making systems were increased and engaged due to 
these experiences because she was able to actively see the growth in her work and 
increase confidence in her ability to succeed (Arkoudis & Tran, 2007; Kegan, 1982; 
Marginson, 2014; Montuori & Fahim, 2004; Ryan, 2011). 
In the eyes of Burton (2004), teachers cannot always give positive comments to 
students. Since there is not a right or wrong way of expressing art, Burton, Horowitz, and 
Abeles (1999) state that educators should try to understand students’ perspectives in order 
to discuss their work rationally and avoid delivering one-way negative criticism. Through 
a guided exploration supported by respectful relationships, students can learn about 
different ideas as well as themselves (Kegan, 1980). Bakhtin (1981) states that reflections 
surrounding interactions with other individuals help learners find their own voices 
without separating them from others. All eight of my participants shared a similar 
learning experience. The dialogues held in classes were influenced by the interactive 
relationships among the students and their professors (Bandura, 2001). According to 
Barrett (2003), other people’s interpretations of artwork help grow students’ 
understanding of their works and of themselves. This sentiment was shared by my 
participant WX, who said, “Ultimately art is art through another person’s view. It’s 
helpful to understand art if you know someone directly because you can exchange ideas. 
You are able to understand someone and why they have made something” (Interview 
with WX, 2018). As Burnham (1994) states, when students feel respected, they tend to 
consider their conversations with teachers to be sincere. According to Falk and Dierking 
(2000), by understanding students’ interests and repeating their responses, teachers 
respected the responses of participants, which emphasized the significance of interactive 
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conversations in their classes. Kegan (1980) suggests that the dialogue and interaction in 
turn also aided in the development of the participants’ identities as cross-cultural artists 
as they were provided opportunities to explore and convey their own voices. 
Summary 
The perceptions participants had of their own journey supported the notion that 
perceptions are influenced through cross-cultural experiences, as stated by both Morita 
(2004) and Seo and Koro-Ljungberg (2005). When these perceptions were examined, the 
meaning-making systems that directed those perceptions supported Kegan’s (1980) 
theory of self, as they ended up aiding the participants in redefining their own identities 
as cross-cultural artists. During a time when participants felt distanced from both their 
new and home environments, art as well as their educational experiences served as 
catalysts for redefining their identities, further supporting Kegan’s (1980) theoretical 
framework. The meaning-making systems that Kegan (1982) says defines these 
perceptions were engaged through vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, mastery 
experiences, and physiological and emotional reactions, as defined by Bandura (1997). 
These experiences, or sources, aided in shaping the participants’ identity by providing 





CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
Preamble to the Conclusion: Reflection on the Study 
I chose to pursue this dissertation based on reflections of my own cross-cultural 
journey as a cross-cultural art student from South Korea. I encountered a new 
environment while studying abroad in the United States, which challenged my own sense 
of identity as a student, artist, and individual. As stated by Erikson (1968), inward and 
outward life experiences in new cultural environments influence one’s self-identity. In 
understanding my artwork and myself, I often reflect on my educational and cultural 
experiences, and how I was influenced by them. I find myself struggling to understand 
who I am, where I am, and what I am doing in the United States, confusing my ethnic, 
cultural, and social identities. Nevertheless, in my experience, these tensions concerning 
my identity helped me develop my voice and philosophy as an artist. Although I am 
completing this dissertation on the issues of cross-cultural learning in art education, it is 
not possible to have a clear answer surrounding the reasons that these issues occur, 
despite examining both the literature and my own lived experiences. The nature of how 
cultural influences mix together with identity and self-efficacy formation is not clear-cut. 
There are still many unanswered questions surrounding this topic, as there is remains a 
need for empirical research that can best address challenges faced by cross-cultural 
students in higher education. 
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Questions as an Art Student, Art Educator, and Researcher 
Based on my own reflections, the following questions have helped me evolve as an 
art student, art educator, and researcher. These questions serve as an opportunity for an 
individual to evaluate where they are and how they view themselves. They are meant to 
be explored as opposed to analyzed in the same way a research question is dissected. I 
hope these open-ended self-reflections can provide insights and inspiration for art 
students, art educators, and researchers: (1) How do you see yourself within your current 
role? (2) How might you redefine the meaning of art for yourself? (3) How might your 
sense of personal or artistic identity shape your learning and art practices? (4) How might 
your experiences drive your current or future artwork? (5) What processes do you utilize 
in order to make decisions about developing your work? (6) How do you put into 
perspective the interpretations and assessments of others regarding your own artwork and 
ideas? and (7) Are your decisions in learning, teaching, and researching driven through 
self-agency? 
Reflections as an Art Educator 
As a cross-cultural artist myself, I recognize that my personal artistic and 
educational interests dovetailed with how cross-cultural art students were influenced by 
learning in visual art MFA courses. More significantly, my perspective as an artist, an art 
educator, and a researcher took a broader view of students in art education around such 
issues as commitment, self-agency, and motivation. 
Through Bandura’s (1997) self-agency and self-efficacy theoretical lenses, cross-
cultural experiences are catalysts for artists to understand themselves differently and 
discover that they can rely on their own creativity and self-direction. Accessing and 
understanding the role of self-reflection allows participants to effectively engage their 
self-agency abilities. Art allows learners to develop the capacity to take part in their self-
reflection (Barrett, 2000). The findings about the extent to which the students’ learning 
experiences and reflections shaped the direction of their artwork provide a valuable 
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insight to share with other art students and educators. The table below depicts how art 
educators should approach their classroom environments and students based on my own 
reflection on the research, as well as participants’ responses and reflections on their 
experiences. 
 
Table 14. Reflections as an Art Educator 
Reflections as an Art Educator Reason for Reflections 
1) Respect and value others’ 
diverse perspectives 
Respecting the perspectives of other viewers and 
contributors to a classroom allows students to feel 
comfortable with sharing their own diverse perspective. 
Students will feel like their voices are equally important. 
2) Start a dialogue Starting a dialogue promotes conversation amongst the 
students and allows them to feel comfortable with 
contributing their own voices to the conversation. 
3) Organize their tasks Organization provides structure for a student and can 
allow them to feel prepared to complete the work 
assigned to them. 
4) Experiment with materials Allowing an experimentation with materials creates an 
environment for students to feel that their imagination and 
creativity is being nurtured. 
5) Keep the socio-cultural 
environments of students in 
mind 
Acknowledging that students come from diverse 
backgrounds and are bringing their own perspectives and 
environments into the classroom and into their work 
creates an environment where students feel heard. 
6) Support critical thinking Pushing students to think about the intention behind their 
work as well as their own artistic voice helps them stay 
true to their own identity as an artist and encourages them 
to continue to think about their work even after they 
graduate. 
7) Guide students to find their 
voice and express themselves 
Guiding students in finding their voices means, do not 
impose your own standard and opinions. Instead, 
encourage students to try new things and think deeply 
about their work. 
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Table 14 (continued) 
 
Reflections as an Art Educator Reason for Reflections 
8) Help students to self-evaluate 
 
Helping students self-evaluate encourages them to look at 
and critique their own work without needing the approval 
of their teacher.  
9) Aid students in envisioning 
solutions  
Helping students problem solve helps them envision 
positive outcomes out of perceived negative challenges in 
their art. 
10) Encouraging collaboration 
with others  
Students could be encouraged to collaborate with one 
another as their peers can serves as a diverse source of 
influence and inspiration for their own work. It also 
teaches them to cooperate with other artists as they are 
able to do so in future academic and professional settings.  
11) Create and innovate your 
curriculum 
 
Bringing new and diverse ideas and lessons into the 
classroom provides diverse learning experiences and 
inspirations for the students to utilize in their own artistic 
practices. 
12) Foster class participation Promoting class participation amongst all the students in 
ensures that every student’s voice is being heard and 
valued. 
13) Avoid projecting socio-
cultural biases 
By avoiding a projection of socio-cultural biases, you are 
avoiding cultural misunderstandings of a student and are 
approaching the professor-student relationship in a fair 
manner.  
Educational Implications 
Providing students with an open classroom environment may provide opportunities 
to “make-meaning” of their identity in relation to others in the classroom. Rather than 
pressuring a cross-cultural student to adopt a new cultural identity altogether, the art 
educator may encourage the student to vocalize and express through their art the aspects 
of culture and self that challenge them in their new environment. Findings of this 
research showed that the participants appreciated feeling like they had artistic freedom in 
academic settings. Specifically, participants shared that the degree of freedom they 
received in their artistic practices determined whether their artistic voices were impeded 
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or nurtured in both the United States and in their home countries. Teachers can keep these 
experiences in mind when instructing their students to pursue a certain style or theme 
within their work. If a teacher removes their own artistic preferences from their 
interactions with their students, they can foster an environment where students are able to 
freely explore their own creative potential and find their artistic voice (Hein, 1998). 
A classroom is a place for an exuberance of energy but also a place for knowledge, 
judgment, and preparation. When teachers provide a safe space and an adequate amount 
of time, teachers can see students face obstacles and overcome them through their 
resourcefulness. This comes about when well-laid plans come face to face with reality. 
We see students who realize that what they have set out to do has already been done by 
someone else, so they go back and set a new goal (Bandura, 2001). We see students who 
do incredible work, but then claim that they were merely being faithful to their subject. In 
order for art teachers to acknowledge the significance of students’ sharing thoughts and 
interpretations, they must first understand the significance of diverse perspectives in art 
(Pollock, 1988). As shown in the participants’ comments, interpretations can illuminate 
diverse facets of artwork and support a greater appreciation of the multiple interpretations 
of artwork. 
Through sharing diverse perspectives, individuals explore collaborative and 
interactive art practices (Eisner, 2002). The participants cited the opportunity for 
vicarious learning as being one of the most important elements that aided the 
development of their artistic voice. The most important element of this kind of interaction 
is not the type of response elicited, but the interaction itself (Kegan, 1982). Sharing 
diverse perspectives is not only the responsibility of the teacher as a facilitator in the 
classroom, but it is the responsibility of the students as well. The participants said that 
students could share their opinions despite their language abilities as it is important to 
provide feedback to peers as well as to receive it. Rather than focusing solely on the 
product of making artwork, art programs can offer students time to focus on examining 
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their personal narratives and voices by interpreting each other’s works of art (Gardner, 
1983). Thus, art programs can offer learners the opportunity to participate in interactive 
discussions and express their individual interpretations. 
Summary of the Dissertation 
This research investigated the characteristics of contemporary cross-cultural artists’ 
learning experiences by focusing on their lived experiences in a new cultural and 
academic environment and the statements they used to express their ideas regarding their 
art practices. The study revealed how individual artists from two different East Asian 
countries, South Korea and China, understand and express their socio-cultural positions 
as cross-cultural artists in the United States. The challenges of moving from one country 
to another, adapting to a new cultural and academic framework, and developing a new 
identity, pushed participants to identify their needs in order to succeed and thrive in their 
new environments (Kegan, 1980). By questioning participants about their learning 
experiences through self-reflection, they were able to vocalize what did and did not work 
for them in their own cross-cultural journey. According to Kobayashi (2009), nurturing 
cross-cultural artists’ self-efficacy in their self-fulfillment and lifelong learning through 
structured education challenges learners and expands their creativity and self-reflection in 
their artistic career. 
During the interview process, each participant reflected on and interpreted their 
experiences as a cross-cultural artist learning to navigate and confront their own identity. 
While each participant had unique perspectives on their life experiences, they shared 
similar stories about what instigated the most growth and what they valued most in their 
education. After examining the patterns present in the participants’ individual interviews, 
the theoretical framework of Kegan’s (1980) constructive-developmental theory as well 
as Bandura (1997)’s self-efficacy theory was introduced to understand the patterns that 
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were observed. The interactions between self-efficacy sources and identity constructs 
highlighted the differences and similarities in processing and overcoming challenges. The 
table below details the findings of this research, the interpretations and analysis of the 
findings, as well as the conclusions drawn. 
 
Table 15. Rationale for the Conclusions of This Research 




being able to build 
respectful support 
in classroom was 
helpful to create 
their own voices 
- The respectful, supportive 
dynamic between peers and 
professors in critique classes was 
important in advancing their self-
efficacy. 
- The interactive support given 
toward a self-driven search for 
their own voices may be a catalyst 
for the participants to pursue their 
own artistic goals.  
- Art teachers can provide students 
a safe space for their self-
determined explorations. 
- Developing students’ unique 
voices in order to build respectful 
relationships in creating art. 
- Artists need to possess self-
efficacy for their self-confidence 





artistic growth and 
voice development 
during their MFA 
program in the 
United States. 
-Participants were pushed forward 
in their development through 
access to a diverse set of classes 
and opportunities. 
- They required interaction and 
validation to increase motivation 
in artistic growth and voice 
development.  
-Interpretation of artistic freedom 
and access to resources serve as 
reinforcers of the development of 
a higher sense of self-efficacy. 
- Learners’ freedom and self-
directed determination impacts 
their self-efficacy to overcome 
their difficulties. 
- Opportunities of interactive 











creating art and 
their careers. 
- They perceived these challenges 
as learning opportunities for their 
career developments. 
- They value the contemporary 
definitions of art and art education 
in the global art world. 
-Collective support and acceptance 
among peers and professionals are 
valued as important reinforcers of 
self-efficacy.  
- Art students often need to 
confront challenges such as 
collaborative learning, diverse 
discussions in artist talk, gallery 
conversations, network 
opportunities, observing new 
culture, and etc. for their 
developmental opportunities and 
careers as professional artists.  
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Table 15 (continued) 
 




biases in favor of 
either the United 
States or their 
home country to 
describe their 
cross-cultural 
experiences.   
- They often rely on their 
stereotyped thoughts and emotions 
to interpret and overcome a variety 
of cross-cultural situations.   
- The structured idea may limit the 
free interpretations and receive 
their own knowledge in global 
society.  
- Educators can encourage 
students to have more broad 
perspectives and create new 
thoughts with showing and 
discussing various socio-cultural 
contexts. 
- Understanding diversity is a 
significant foundation in teaching 
students to embrace others in a 





had for the artistic 
freedom they 
experienced in the 
United States 





nurturing of their 
artistic voices and 
career growth.   
- Their challenges and difficulties 
require self-motivation to be 
overcome and to promote future 
growth as artists. 
- Challenges are not limited to one 
country, creating opportunities for 
artistic growth to happen not just 
during their time in the United 
States. 
- The specific research of cross-
cultural artists is needed to 
understand their challenges and 
difficulties to overcome the 
obstacles in cross-cultural 
situations.   
- The understanding and empirical 
research on cross-cultural learners 
is beneficial to have rich dialogue 
and essential conversations in 
education field in global society.  
6. All artist-
participants shared 
that their artwork 
changed overtime 
to reflect the 
diverse artforms 
and concepts that 
they were 
introduced to 
during their MFA 
programs in the 
United States. 
-Artistic development developed 
as a personal response to previous 
and current challenges 
experienced. 
-Artwork changing overtime 
serves as reflections of self-
efficacy increasing in each artist as 
they continue in their careers. 
- Opportunities for diverse art 
practices and explorations 
- The possible learning situations 
help educators improve how they 
leverage students’ diverse learning 
opportunities for nurturing 
students’ own voices and future 
career developments. 
 
For my participants, the interactive and supportive environment that was fostered 
by their professors during their MFA programs aided in the increase of their self-efficacy 
as well as the overall development of their new cross-cultural identity. Freire (1998) 
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stresses the importance of teachers guiding their learners to analyze their views of the 
world and the circumstances that shape them. Students’ stories and voices can be silenced 
or eliminated when listeners—including peers and educators—do not value the many 
ways stories are created and experienced (Dyson & Genishi, 1994; Greene, 1988). In this 
manner, investigating art students’ learning experiences in higher education across 
various settings will help educators approach art students in a manner that fully embraces 
their abilities. The nature of art programs at the undergraduate and graduate level is 
rapidly changing, especially in South Korea and China. There is an incentive to learn 
from these participants’ helpful insights so that art educators across cultures may 
collaborate with one another and share their own experiences and practices. 
Implications for Further Research 
This research presents avenues for future research inquiries in art education. 
Contemporary research has not sufficiently addressed the unique ways in which student 
experiences can be translated into transformative classroom experiences, specifically for 
students within art and art education programs. Comparative research surrounding cross-
cultural challenges and identity issues, such as that of Crossley and Watson (2003) and 
Sadler (1964), analyzes culture as a part of a collective that can be summarized and given 
general solutions as opposed to viewing a cultural identity as individual and unique. 
McFee (1986) shares that cross-cultural challenges in the context of the art classroom are 
often unaddressed, focusing on the learning differences and cultural differences present in 
cross-cultural student backgrounds instead. 
One of the goals of this research was to address the gaps present in the literature 
surrounding cross-cultural artists by highlighting the cross-cultural experiences of the 
participants as opposed to just focusing on the countries they came from. Another aim of 
the research was to examine these experiences through a theoretical lens that would 
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explore categorization of the experiences in an open-minded manner. An understanding 
of the developmental stage of the participants was discussed using Kegan’s (1980) 
constructive-developmental theoretical framework. Understanding one aspect 
surrounding identity and the struggles that emerge from needing to redevelop it set the 
stage for understanding how those struggles with identity play out. In order to take a 
deeper look at the specific stories that were shared by the participants, Bandura’s (1997) 
theory was implemented, as it is not often used in the art education research field despite 
its focus on the educational implications that each source contains for academic 
improvement in the classroom. 
Based on the findings of this study, the cross-cultural career development and 
educational reflections of the participants may be worth further investigation because the 
current educational environment demands more comprehensive studies of cross-cultural 
influences on art education in higher education. Investigating the effectiveness of 
graduate art education in various settings will help educators structure graduate programs 
that thoughtfully consider students’ responses and abilities (Rhee, 2013; Wang, 2015; 
Yue, 2009; Zhong, 2013). As graduate programs in my participants’ home countries are 
rapidly globalizing (Rhee, 2013), future studies are necessary to provide insight on why 
shifts are occurring and what implications they have for future graduate students in these 
countries. 
The current educational environment demands more comprehensive studies on 
higher education. In order to develop effective higher education programs for college and 
graduate students, there is a need for empirical research that suggests what kind of 
experiences may influence students’ voice and work. The exposure to diverse 
interpretations of art can increase self-agency and reinforce students’ identities as 
individual learners. In this way, the learning facilitated by art education programs has the 
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Personal stories, ideas, and beliefs as an artist 
1. When did you know you wanted to become an artist? How, if at all, did early 
experiences orient you to pursue art? 
2. Which artists and experiences from your home country have influenced you? 
3. What does art mean to you? How has this meaning changed as you have developed as 
artist? 
Significant learning experiences in graduate school in the United States 
4. What led you to pursue a graduate degree in the United States? What were your 
expectations and perceptions about your United States graduate program? 
5. What are some of the most important things you learned from your graduate school 
experience? Did the learning experiences meet your expectations? 
Reflections on interactions with teachers and peers 
6. How, would you describe your relationship with your teachers across your art 
education? 
How has the nature and quality of your peer-professor relationship differed if at all, 
between education in your home country and education in the United States? 
7. What have teachers talked about in critiques of your work and how have you 
responded to these critiques? Have these dynamics differed in your cross-cultural 
experience? 
8. What are some challenges you have experienced in working with fellow classmates? 
How have you overcome these interpersonal challenges? 
9. What have your classmates said to you about your artwork in group studio critiques? 
What have you found to be similar or different across your international education 
experiences? 
Reflections on the impact of graduate school 
10. As you reflect specifically on your graduate curriculum, is there an artist, theory, or 
mentor that have had a lasting influence on your current work, if at all? 
11. After experiencing completing an MFA in the U.S., what would you consider to be 
the advantages or disadvantages of pursuing an international art degree in the United 
States? Consider these for your artwork, your professional career, and personally. 
12. How has your overall experience in the U.S., challenges and cultural differences that 





13. What are your short term and long term career aspirations? How have these 
aspirations been affected by your studies and residence in the U.S.? What, if any, 
specific experiences caused these changes? 
Suggestions based on their reflections 
14. How do you evaluate your education in your home country in contrast to the U.S.? If 
you are going to meet new students coming from your native country, what suggestions 
and advice would you like to share? 
15. Have you expressed the differences of art education between your home country and 
the United States with others? (Please elaborate) 
16. What else might be important to know about international student peers and their 
work which we haven’t discussed yet? What are some other challenges that may arise 
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